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THE LAW O’ THE LARIAT 

PROLOGUE 

** WiLLj Forb/j yu got anythin’ to say afore we string yu 

up?” 

The harsh question . conveyed the inevitability of death, 
and the speaker evidently regarded it as a mere formality. A 
powerfully-built man of little more than thirty, attired in 
the garb of the cattle ranges, he stood rocking on his heels, 
both thumbs caught in his gun-belt His deep-set eyes, 
hooked nose and out-thrust jaw gave him a predatory appear- 
ance, and had the thin, cruel lips not been concealed by a 
drooping black moustache he would have suggested a vulture 
even Siore patently. That he possessed both force and passion 
was evident. 

The man to whom he spoke was of a different type. Older 
by twenty years, with greying hair and beard, he had the 
strong patient face of one who plods on, knowing his task in 
life is well-nigh- hopeless, but doing it nevertheless to the best 
of his ability. He^ was of those who people^ the great waste 
: spaces of American continent, fighting against almost 
: .- impossiHc odds, and wresting a bare subsistence from the 
' ; untamed soil. Me fat now on a log, hands tied behind his 
back, ' chin 'sunk in his' chest, his if hole attiiude one 
despair.; : 'At,' the words, however,; he straightened up, and his 
gaze went: instinctively tO; the rough little^Iog cabin he had 
' built with his own hands, the«rude corral, thfe' patch fenced 
ground, which was only iidw begkming to j)e ■productive, and 
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.me Stream , with its shady willows and cottonwoods. He ' had 
made the place5 he loved it, and now he must leave it, per- 
haps in a shameful way. Somehow it seemed unreal. The 
sun shone, &e birds chirped, the murmur of the stream canie 
like a whisper, and* yet the air was pregnant with tragedy. 

His gaze swept the six men who stood round in a half-' 
circle regarding him curiously but implacably. They were 
cowboys— hired creatures of the man who' had spoken, and 
he knew he had nothing to hope for from them | they would 
do as . they were bid. And then he looked their leader 
squarely in the face and spoke, his voice low, steady, and 
without rancour. 

“ I can on’y repeat v/hat I said afore — I never touched 
any o’ yore stock, Bartholomew,” he said heavily. 

Yet WQ find ’em in yore pasture, with the brand changed 
from Bar B to Four B,” retorted the other 5 adding with a 
sneer, “ Yu chose a mighty convenient brand, didn’t you ? ” 
The Four B was my brand years afore I come to these 
parts, an’ I’m usin’ my own name, too,” the older man 
pointed out, ‘‘ If I’d done what yu say, d’yu think Fd be 
such a fool as to leave ’em run along with my cattle with the 
brands unhealed ? ” 

“Oh, yu dam nesters think yu can get away widf any- 
thin’, an’ yu didn’t know we suspected yu,” said Bartholo- 
mew. “ How d’yu account for ’em bein’ there anjrways ? 
Yore pasture’s fenced an’ cows ain’t got wings.” 

“ I dunno how they come there,” said the other dully. 
“ I was in Hope last night, gettin’ supplies. Someone musta 
driven ’em in while I was away.” 

“ Likely tale that,” sneered the big man. “ Y u done it 
yoreself an’ went to town to put up an ajibi. Mighty smart, 
but it don’t go.”' ■ T ^ , 

The acciised man *^hook his head dubiously. This was 
the end. Ever since he had taken up his quarter section he 
had had^to fight. Ht^had been threatened, his cattle stolen, 
his horses maimed, and once Ms little crop of hay for winter 
feed burned, but he had h®g on doggedly, hoping that strict 
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' attention to his own affairs would overcome the local pre- 
judice against nesters.” And this might have come about 
but for the hostility of the man before him. 

Fve a right here/’ he said, answering his own thought 
“ It’s State land.” 

It’s ® free range ” Bartholomew said tersely. 

“ Yes, free to yu an’ not to me,” flashed the prisoner. 

“ I was here first,” the other pointed out, and then : but 
weVe had all this out a’ready 5 nothin’s free to a rustler except 
a rope.” 

The seated man shrugged his shoulders with an air of 
resignation. I ain’t a thief, but seein’ yu got me thrown 
an® tied, I reckon I gotta pull my freight,” he said. If it 
warn’t for my boy I dunno as I’d cane 5 I’m tired o’ buckin’ 
the odds, but he ain’t go no one else.” 

Pull yore freight ? ” gibed the big man, a cruel scorn in 
his tone. It’s too late, my fine fella, yu should ’a’ done 
that when yu were told to, months back.” 

The bound man looked at him in slow surprise. Hitherto 
he had believed that he had only to quit the country, but now 
he saw that Bartholomew was ruthless and meant to lia've 
his life. The charge against him was a frame-up,” prob- 
ably Contrived by the man who had condemned him, but he 
could not prove his innocence. He studied the faces of the 
other men, but while one of them, whom he knew as Darby, 
turned his eyes away, the rest showed nothing but sardonic 
contempt! to 'them he was a cattle thief and deserved no 
mercy. 

Yu boys stand for this ? ” he asked hopelessly. 

, Darby was the only one who spoke. Aw, boss, if he 
clears out o’ the country-* — •” he suggested. , ■ 

BarthoIomew%w<?rean'oath. “hJo, bjGod !” he gritted. 
*‘ Nesters is like Injuns— the' on’y gc^d ’unsl^ dead ’"unf. 
He had' notice, an’ iiow we’ve got -him with the goods lie’s 
had a fair hearin’. He’s, outstayed hi# welcome, an’ p®raps 
itll^ be a warnin’ to others that nesters ain^ wanted around 
here, , Get yore rope, Pegton,” ^ . * , . ' . ' . 
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' The man addressed walked to where the horses ■ were 
'grouped, took his lariat from the saddlc-hqrn, and returned 
with it' swinging in his hand, , ■ » 

■ • ■ : Yu tufn my dad loose or FIl How yu to hellainile, 
'' Bartholomew.” ■ # , . ' 

; The command came in a shrill, childish treble, that trem- 
bled with rage or fear, and every eye, turned to the speaker. 
He had stolen up unperceived and now stood only a few yards 
from the group round the condemned man, A mere lad of 
about twelve, shabbily dressed' in a blue flannel shirt and faded 
^ overalls, his ultimatum would have been something for men 
to laugh at but for the fact that his youthful fingers gripped 
a heavy rifle, the barrel of which was directed full at Bartholo- 
mew’s breast The boy’s features were distraught with 
passion. 

“ Fm meanin’ it !” he cried, “Turn dad loose, or 
yu’ll get yores, Bartholomew.” 

The threatened man laughed, “ All right, kid,” he said, 
and stepped towards the prisoner, at the same time winking 
significantly to the man with the rope. The boy, watching 
the leader, did not sec Fenton’s sudden wrist-flick, and only 
realised the truth when the noose settled over his shoulders 
and a sharp jerk flung him from his feet. Nevertheless, 
even as he fell, he pulled the trigger, but the bullet went 
wide, 

“ Yoi|ng hell-cat,” snarled the rancher, when the boy had 
been overcome and bound. “ If he was a bit older Fd make 
a clean job of it. One o’ yu take him into the house an’ 
keep him there until — after.” 

Darby volunteered for the job, and carried the ^d, kicking 
and mouthing boyish curses, into the building. Bartholomew 
turned to the others. ^ ^ « 

“ Put a light to th|! shack when yu done, an’ fetch the 
stock along,” he ordered curtly, and, mounting his horse, rode 
away without ano^thef look at the man he had left to die, 

* ^ ^ '■' ^ ' ■ ' 

" ' , 
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An hour later the boy crept from the brush fringing the 
streamj and^ with a sob as he passed the smouldering ruinSj 
made his to the big cottonwood in front of what that 
morning ■ had been his home. A violent fit cff trembling 
seized him when he saw ' the gruesome Ikip form hanging 
from a lower limb^ and for a moment he could not move. 
Then, making an effort, he went on. Beneath the body was 
a small heap— a worn purse, a tobacco pouch and pipe, a 

■ locket, which he knew contained his dead mother’s portrait, 
a jack-knife and a slip of paper. Scrawled in pencil on, the 
paper were the words : 

“ Goodbye, son, Fm goin’ game. Don’t forget me, I 

■ know yu’ll do what’s right. Dad.” 

With blurred eyes, and strangling the sobs that nearly 
choked him, the boy read the pitiful message. 

“ Fll shore do what’s right, dad, to that hell-hound,” he 
muttered thickly. 

Then, as he had done many a time before just for amuse- 
ment, he climbed the tree, and severing the rope, allowed the 
corpse to slump to the ground. For an instant he clung to 
the branch, sick and dizzy, and then dropped down to kneel 
by his father’s body. He kissed the cheek, and the cold con- 
tact Sent a shiver through him. Presently he got up, and, 
going to the little garden patch, returned with a spade and 
began to dig. 

, It was a big job for hands so young, and the sugi was low 
in, the sky before the hole was -large and deep enough. 
Dragging the body into it the boy covered it with a layer of 
green boughs, to shield the poor clay fronpi the earth from 
which' it sprang, and, ere the opening was completely filled 
in, he fetched heavy stones- from the stream bed and packed 
them in that the%rave might not be ^iolated by wild creatures. 

The burial finished, he was about 'to depa.rt, when% 
sudden thought came to him. . ..Opening his father’s jack- 
knife, he set , to work. When at lengfii lie turned ^to leai^e, 
the tree trunk bore, in letter a foot long a?id "deeply cut, his 
^father’s brand:':,. , m ^ 



■ Tlierej in the gathering twilightj the white letters stood 
only marking the last resting place of yet another victim of 
Judge Lynch. ■ 

In the corral the: boy found one pony and his own worn 
saddle..,: For these he knew he must. thank: the man. Darby, 
.whoj on setting him free when the house was lired^ had 
promised to leave them. 

‘‘ I can’t do nothin’, son, but they shan’t set yu afoot,’' he 
had said. 

Everything else was gone; and, having saddled and 
mounted the pony, the boy, with a last look and a tightened 
throat, turned his face to the wilderness. 

‘‘ Fm cornin’ back, Bartholomew,” he said aloud. '“" An’ 
when I do Fll be — shoodn’.” 




CHAPTER I 


The littie town of Hope Again lay dormant under tlie 
blistering heat of the midday sun^. a heat which made exer- 
tion a curse and any sort of shade a blessing. The origin of 
the somewhat quaint name was a mystery^ but it is conceivable 
that the place was christened by some luckless pioneer who^ 
having; survived the maddening monotony and deadly menace 
of the desert which stretched to the souths was 'moved to 
inspiration by the sight once more of water^ trees and the 
distant hills. 

Hope— -as the dwellers therein usually called it — little 
warranted so encouraging a name. A far-flung frontier 
settlement^ it differed in no way from a hundred others of its 
kind. Two stragglingj irregular lines of apologies for build- 
ingSj constructed of timber, ’dobe, or both, formed some sort 
of a street, and the spaces between them, littered with tin 
cans and other refuse, added to the unlovely picture. Only 
two of these erections aspired to the dignity of a second story, 
the “ hotel ’’ and the largest of the saloons — Muger^s — 
which bore the inviting title Come Again/’ and to which a 
dance hall was attached. The rest of the town comprised a 
bank, solidly built of kiobe bricks, a blacksmith’s,, 'two general- 
stores, one of which was also the post several smaller 

saloons,, slacks, and dugouts, which sheltered the periimnent 
population. Board sidewalks made progress for pedestrians 
possible, and af one end of the dysty, rutted road a rude 
timber bridge spanned the little river, ;iwhich, after a tortuoas 
journey from the Mesa Mountainsvin the north, supplied the 
town with, water and went on to lose |ielf in the sands of the 
desert less than a mile away,* And over . ev&ything an almost 
impalpable dust. cast a gray- whitt inantle,.*. . 


' ' The town appeared to he deserted save’ for' two men stand- 
ing in the doorway of one of the lesser saloons* One was' the 
owner of the place, ' Bent, a short,, squat ' fellow, with a 
craggy face* in which the eyes twinkled good-humouredly* 
The other was a^tranger, and the saloon-keeper — ^as is the 
way of his kind — was curious about him, but not unduly so, 
for in the West curiosity, like dynamite, must be handled 
carefully* 

, He was a tall man, apparently nearing thirty, with the 
wide shoulders and narrow hips of the athlete* His clean- 
shaven, deeply-tanned face, with its steady grey-blue eyes 
and firm jaw, had the gravity of an Indian’s, but there was a 
quirk of humour in the little lines at the corners of the mouth. 
His cowboy rig was plain but neat, and had evidently seen 
service i and the same appeared to be the case with the two 
guns which hung low on his hips, the ends of the holsters tied 
down to facilitate the draw. A furtive examination of his 
horse in the corral behind the saloon had told Bent nothing. 
He did not know the brand. 

“ Mister sun is certainly humpin’ hisself/’ the stranger 
offered. 

Hot as hell with the lid on,” Bent replied, slatting the 
perspiration from his brow with his fingers. 

“ Town ’pears to be about as lonesome as a dawg with no 
fleas,” pursued the visitor. 

“ She’ll git a move on ’bout sundown,” said Bent hope- 
fully, for business was none too brisk and he did not want to 
lose a customer. A cowboy on a journey usually had money 
burning a hole m his pocket, and though he ran his games 
straight,” Bent had no objection to taking his ^lare of it. 
But he was doomed to be disappointed. ^ 

I’ll be doi|i’ the sam« my own self afore then,” the cow- 
boy told himf • 

The conversation languished again. Bent, covertly regard- 
ing the lilihe, loungingySgure, continued his inward specula- 
tion. Was he an^^out-of-work puncher, a gunman, or both, 
and what had brought him Hopef which was on the direct 
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route to Howliere ? His meditations were interrupted in a 
curious manner. From up the street came a crack like a 
pistol-shotfa jelp of animal pain, and a volley of oaths, ' Then 
■ from the door of the '' Come Again ” saloon a^dog hurtled 
' forth as though forcibly propelled. Ther« a rope round 
its neck, and holding' the other end came a cowboy wielding 
a wicked quirt and a still more wicked' tongue. The dog, 
having recovered from its ungainly sprawl in the dust, set 
off down the street, the man following, tugging on the rope 
and flicking the animal with the whip. 

** ril larn yu to fly at me, yu mongrel whelp o’ the' dcvil, 
if I have to lift the hide ofF’n yu an inch at a lick,” he yelled. 
Take that, yu — — ” 

With the savage words the whip cracked again, and a 
fresh bleeding spot on the dog’s back showed where the cruel 
end of the lash had bitten, removing hair and skin. The 
yelp of the tortured beast and the laugh of its persecutor rang 
out together. The apparent report of a firearm peopled the 
place as if by magic. From doors and windows heads pro- 
truded, while a few men, more curious or more venturesome 
than their fellows, came out on the sidewalk, but cautiously, 
for lead might be flying about, and a bullet is no respecter of 
persons. When they saw what was happening several of 
them smiled. “ Mad ” Martin Was at his tricks again. 

“ Stay with him, boy. Ride him,” one shouted, 

“ I’ll ride him to hell an’ back,” yelled the cowboy, as^ 
dragged by the nearly demented dog, he jerked by, his dug-in 
heels sending up clouds of dust. Opposite Bent’s saloon he 
swung his quirt for another blow. • 

“ Droji that whip ! ” came a curt command. 

^ The stranger had suddenly come alive 5 one stride took 
him to the ed^ o? the sidewalk, ^nd it was he ■ who had 
spoken. Martin stared at him, a savage surprist in his beaSy 
eyes. Leaning back, he checked his progress for a mO'inent. 
Yu can go plumb to hel!^’ he re^rteS. ^ 

Drop it, yu skunk,”' c&me the rarthJ^r order, and this 
time there was a cold mtiiacedif .the, tone. . ' . 
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Martin recognised it and knew that he must , either obey 
or fight He elected to do both. Dropping the quirt he 
snatched at his gun. The other ^ man appeared t5 make no 
move until the weapon was clear of the holster^ and then 
came a spurt of sn^ke from his right hip, and Martin toppled 
sidem^ays into the dust, letting fall his own gun and the rope 
as he did so. The- stranger stepped into the street and stood 
over the prostrate man. 

That dawg belong to yu ? ” he asked. 

YeSj an’ what the hell business is it o’ yores^ anyways ? ” 
spat out the other, his baleful eyes glaring murder. 

“ IVe made it my business, an’ Fm buyin’ yore dawg,” 
replied the stranger coolly, as he took a roll of bills from his 
pocket, peeled off one and flung it down, That’s five 
times the dawg’s value. an’ fifty times yores,” he added 
contemptuously, 

This don’t finish here— Fll get yu,” Martin gritted. 

Better get— yoreself,” the stranger warned sardonically. 

The wounded man sta^ered to his feet and floundered 
back up the street, clutching his hurt arm, from the fingers 
of which the blood dripped redly. The victor watched him 
for a few moments and then stepped to the sidewalk again, 
whistling to the dog, which had paused uncertainly a^few 
dozen yards away. Apparently recognising a friend, the 
animal, little more than a pup, of a mixed breed in which the 
wolfhound predominated, obeyed the call, alternately cringing 
and wagging its tail. The rescuer stooped and scratched its 
head. 

“Yu shore have had a raw deal, old fella,” he said. “ An’ 
by the look o’ yore ribs meal times ain’t beenraiiy too 
regular. We’ll have to find somethin’ to fill out them 
dimples.’* ^ ^ * 

You cowa*rd ! ” 

The voice was low and should have been sweet, but now 
it was charged witfi ai^er and scorn. In startled amazement 
the dog petter loSked up to firfd that the words had been 
spoken. fay a girl, who hac^ appar«itly emerged from the 
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neighbouring store. Despite her evident temper^ he had to 
admit she, made a, pretty picture. 0,f medium height^ her 
slim^. rouiidai figure showed to advantage in the short' 
riding skirt^ high-Iaced boots and shirt-waist^ with a gay 
handkerchief knotted round her throat cowbgy fashion. Her 
soft slouched hat did not entirely conceal a profusion of brown 
hair^ to which the sun added a gleam of new bronze. 

■■ You might have killed him,” she went on vehemently. 

Instinctively the stranger removed his hat. He knew, of 
course, that she was referring to the dog’s late owner, and 
there was a spark of devilment in his eyes. 

Shore I might — if Pd wanted to,” he said gravely. 

But I on’y winged him — just put him out of action ; he’ll 
be iis good as new- in two-three weeks, I take it yu don’t 
like dawgs, ma’am ? ” 

Yu take it wrong~Pm very fond of them,” the girl 
retorted. “ But I don’t place them on the same level as 
human beings.” 

The stranger’s eyes twinkled. “ Yo’re dead right, 
ma’am,” he agreed. ‘‘ Sometimes that w^'Quldn’t be fair to 
the dawg.” 

The girl bit her lip, You provoked that man into draw- 
ing his gun knowing you could shoot first,” she accused. 

“ An’ me not havin’ seen the fella afore,” the unknown 
reproved gently. “ He got his gun out too, an’ he shore 
meant business.” 

An even break- — the old excuse of the professional 
killer,” she sneered. “That is what you are, I suppose, and 
ail you cared about was adding another notch to your gun. 
Why, you laughed when you fired ! ” 

: With a sudden movement the man lifted the handles of his 
guns so . that slie*coild see them, but he spoke to the dog 
squtoing contentedly at, his feet," Shore, I l.iS:§ to see ’ein? 
kick,” he grinned. ‘‘ Reckon I’ll have to get some nicks put 
on these guns though ;, that’s a bet' we’^e overlooked, pup,” 
glared at' him with, stormy «ye$. '"^You’re 
utterly, contemptible,” sh^said, agd stalked into the store. 


The man replaced his hat and pulled the dog’s ears, . We 
ain’t a mite popular, old fella,” he told it. ** * Less' than the 
dust' ’ don’t begin to describe us with her, but she shore rests 
the eyes, an’ I reckon when she smiles — ” 

His speculations were cut short by the sudden advent of 
four riderSj who pulled their mounts to a sliding stop in front 
of the saloon. The leader, a big, black-haired man, with a 
hooked nose, was obviously in no amiable mood. 

“Yu the fella that .shot up one o’ my men ? ” he blurted' 
out. 

The stranger straightened up and looked at him. 

“ Speakin’ to me ? ” he asked, and then, ,: “ I put a bullet 
into a two-legged skunk just now, but if he’s one o’ yore 
outfit I reckon yo’re a mighty poor picker o’ 

The big man ignored the slur on his judgment. “ What 
dam right yu got to interfere between a man an’ his dawg ? ” 
he asked. 

“I got a right — ^an’ a left,” grinned the stranger, his 
fingers sweeping the butts of his guns. 

“ Huh ! One o’ them funny jiggers, eh ? ” sneered the 
other, “ What’s yore business hereabouts ? ” 

“ My business,” retorted the stranger emphatically. “Yu 
the sheriff — or somethin’ ? ” • 

The slow drawl and tlie tone in which the words were 
uttered rendered them plainly insulting, and the big man’s 
jaw clenched. 

“ I ain’t the sheriff,” he said, “ but— — ” 

“Yu own him,” interrupted the mocking voice. “ Well, 
that’s just as gooji, ain’t it ? ” And then, in a different tone : 
“ If that fella behind yu don’t keep his hands still^u’il likely 
be shy another man.” 

“ Stay out o’ this, Penton, I’m rurinin’ it,” the leader 
skid, and tOhtne man on the sidewalk : “ I asked what yore 
business here is. Yu better not try my patience too much.” 

The unknown iSughed. “Try yore patience!” he 
echoed. “ Welh, yu got yore nerve— we’ll try that.” His 
hands flashed to his sides, a^d in aiynstant both his guns were 
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covering them, Now^” he rasped oui^ I can put the four 
, 0’ yu oo yore backs in as many seconds. Roll yore tails, 
^ every dam one ' o’ yu — Fm short on patience my own 
,„^el£'” . / • ^ 

, The whole aspect of the man had changed. ^Thelounging, 

. oiichalant figure was now tense, the narrowed eyes grim 
and alert, and though there was a_smile on the lips it was no 
'■ more suggestive of mirth than the bared teeth of a savage 
animal. There was no mistaking the reality of the threat. 
Utterly taken by surprise, the four men had no option, and 
with one accord they turned their horses’ heads up the street. 
Their leader, the last to go, had a final word. 

**Yu got the drop — this time,” he scowled. ^ But 
. there’ll be others.” 

Fm hopin’ that,” retorted the unknown. 

Watched by the wondering population, the discomfited 
riders paced slowly back to the “ Come Again ” saloon, and 
when they vanished behind its doors the stranger turned to 
^ find Bent regarding him with a look in which amazement and 
consternation were oddly mixed. 

What’s the trouble, old-timer ? ” he inquired. 

Trouble ? ” repeated the saloon-keeper. My ghost, fu 
shore have bought into a packet of it yoreself. Y u know who ' 
that was?” And when the visitor shook his head. ‘‘That 
was 'Black Bart 5 most o’ the folks in this burg sit up an’ beg 
■ when he talks.” , ' 

“ Is that so ? ” returned the stranger easily. “ Weil,' it 
musta been quite' a change for him to find one that didn’t.” 
And then, with a quick grin, he added : “ Though I gotta 
: ' admit he didn’t look none pleased.”' 

“ It ain’t no laughiif matter,” reproved Bent. “ He’s got 
al! :the power round here, an’ if he.comes back with his outfit 
they’ll just naturally shoot yu to. bits.” ' ■ 

, “Then I hopethe town’s gotaniceiroqjny graveyard an’ a 
^ hospital, for both ’ll be wanted,” returne^the'other gri|nly. 

“That’s all right— no doubt yu’d git sonie of ’em, but 
what’s the use ?; One' man ctn’t wiilt agin twenty, an’ though. 


I' ain’t lovin’ Bart any, I don’t want ' my joint shot up—* 
though, if it comes to it, yo’re right welcome.” 

The stranger’s eyes lit up. Yu are shore 'white^ seh^ an’ 
yu’ve called the turn,” he said. I’ll be on my way— for 
now.” ' ' » 

Going to the corral he saddled his horse and brought it 
round tO' the front of the saloon. There was no haste in his 
movements, for he knew that he was being watched, and' had' 
no desire to give the impression that he was running away. 
But the discomfited quartette made no further demonstra- 
tion, and after a leisurely drink with the proprietor the 
unknown came out of the saloon, mounted, and Jogged slowly 
out of town on the trail to the east. 

Quirt — for so he had named the dog — scampered ahead, 
chasing imaginary rabbits, and returning at short intervals to 
salute his new master with joyful yelps. 

“ Yo’re a grateful cuss, ain’t yu ? ” the rider apostrophised, 
• after one of these ebullitions. But don’t yu be cheerful 
too soon j yu ain’t nearly paid for yet, or I miss my guess.” 

The saloon-keeper watched him depart, and returned to his 
empty bar in a reflective mood. 

” Gentlemen, hush,” he muttered. ” I’m tellin’ myself 
the news t a man has come to town.” 


CHAPTEl 11 


Philip Masters^ owner of the Lazy M, was sitting on 
die broad veranda of the ranch-houscj chewing the butt of a 
black cigar and moodily watching the trails which like a 
narrow, white ribbon, wound down the slope .and across the 
open range in the direction of Hope- Again, .some twenty 
miles distant A short, sturdy man of fifty, with greying hair 
and a clean-shaven face, on which, the mark of meiitai stress 
. was plainly set, he was somewhat of a problem to those who 
;,knew him. . Though at times he could' be jovial and care- 
free, he .had, during the last few years, became a prey to spells 

• of black, depress.iori utterly out of keeping with his apparent 
prosperity; ' For .Masters’ was reckoned the best ranch in the 

• county, and : unlike most of the ' big cattlemen, he actually 
o.wned many square miles of the land his herds ranged over. 

'. ^ Presently the ranchman’s trained eye caught sight of a dot 
far. away on the trail, and ■ his face cleared a little. Fifteen 
minutes passed and" the dot resolved itself into a rider, with a 
smaller dot running ahead. 

“ Must be .him, but'.what’s lie doin^— chasin’ a„ coyote ? ” 
muttered the watching man. ■ 

.. ... At .the fo.ot of the rise to the ranch-house the trail twisted 
and the rider was lost to view behind the raf|ch buildings, 
consisting of# roomy bunkhouse, blacksmith’s shop, a big 
bam and several corrals. Impatiently the ranch-owner rose 
and paced up and dowft the, veranda. - ^ He . had not long to 
waif, soon the rider appeared, raised his '.hand ' .in^utation, 
and, halting the horse a score of yards aw^, dismounted and 
trailed the reins. . ■.# • 

' ‘\Lo 5 Severn, glad to see yu,” greeted Ac cattleman. 

Come inside out o’ this bh^ie’suiv”'' '. 
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, The 'rooni they entered was, for the time and place, a 
luxurious one. There was a carpet on the floor, the heavy 
^ oak furniture was solid and comfortable, and me visitor noted 
with some surprise, a piano. All of these articles must have 
been brought 4jy wagon from the nearest railway point, forty 
Eiiltt away. , The pelt of a grizzly bear lay^ in front of the 
open fireplace, and the walls were adorned with numerous 
^ hunting and Indian" trophies. The host set out a bottle and 
glasses and pushed over a box of cigars. The guest helped 
himself, and waited. 

‘^‘ Somebody got Stevens, my foreman, two weeks ago,®* 
Masters began abruptly. ** His hoss drifted in an® I sent the 
boys out searchin®. They found him in a gully up towards 
the Pinnacles | he’d been bush- whacked — shot from behind. 

A steady, quiet fella, hadn’t no enemies that ever I heard of, 
but— was Uyal U me. The man w'ho takes his place runs 
the same risk. Yu get that?” 

Shorely,” replied Severn unconcernedly. 

For years now a man has had me where the hair’s short,” ^ 
the cattleman went on. “ Fve handed over money till I can 
raise no more, an’ now he’s takin’ cattle 5 next it’ll be the 
ranch, which is what he’s after. I got a scheme to beat him* 
but I can’t put it in operation without a good man to take 
charge here. It’s a gamble an’ I may lose out, but that’s why 
I sent for yu. What’s the word ? ” 

“ Who’s the man ? ’’ countered the visitor, 

Bartholomew, owner of the Bar B over towards the M«a 
Mountains,” replied the rancher, 
ril go yu,” Severn said shortly. 

The ranch-owner’s face, showed ."relief, , but h§ was a white 
man. “ If yu want' to .' chew it ovqf, take yore time,” he 
^ warned. “ tellin^'yu it’s a man-sized job' yu’ll be tacklin’. 
Black B^t is nearly Gawd A’mighty in these parts, an’ people 
that M foul o’^him don’t last long unless it’s worth his while 
to letr’em, which explains me.” ■ 

“ That’s alf right for my end of it,” Severn told 'him% “ but ^ 
there’s somethin’ yu gofta kno#.” The older man looked 


his question^ Judge ■ Embley introduced me to yu as Jim 
Severn^ but I used to b^ called ‘Sudden/ ' Mebbc yuVe 
heard the name ? 

The rancher straightened up with a jerk and looked at his 
visitor incredulously. Heard of him? 'Who had not? 
Could this be the famous outlaw, the man who was said to 
bear a charmed life and whose lightning gunplay had made 
his name, a terror even to the most hardened “ bad men of 
the West ? The face was quiet, confident, smiling, but' the 
steady, steely eyes and lean, hard jaw carried conviction. 
Masters did not hesitate. 

“ Shake,” he said, and then, “ Jim, — I reckon I better go 
on callin’ yu that ? ” Severn nodded. “ I guess my luck’s 
turnin’ at last. If Fd gone through the Territory with a 
fine tooth-comb I couldn’t ’a’ found a better man. Then 
yo’re Peterson o’ the Y'Z ? But whyfor are yu takin’ a 
hand in this r ” 

“ Embley’s an old friend o’ mine, an’ I had a reason o’ my 
own. I got another one now,” Severn grinned, and 
proceeded to tell of the discomfiture of the Bar B owner in 
Hope, omitting, however, any reference to the girl 

Masters laughed aloud. “ Hell’s bells, Fd ’a’give a stack 
o’ blues to ’a’ seen it,” he burst out. “ Black Bart an’ three 
of his lioun’s sent scuttlin’ by one man, an’ all Hope a-lookiiP 
on. I reckon that’s the bitterest dose he’s ever had to 
'swallow, an’ he won’t forget it. , Martin, too, is as venomous 
as' a sidewinder j yu’ll need to watch out.” 

; , “ I’m aimin’ to,” Severn said.- “ Yore outfit to be trusted ?' ”■ 

: , ThC' ranch-owner shook his head. “ I dunno,” he replied. 
‘‘That’s stoiethin’ ' yu’ll have to ;find out' for yoreseif. 
Stevens reckoned' some were straight, but he gave me no 
immes. Several of ’em BarthoIomew«sent here I had to^ 
take ’em, Fm givin’ yu a free hand.” . ^ 

The visitor nodded. “ Yu say Bar^ ' takin’ yore cows. ' 
Do yu mean he’s rustlin’ ’em ? ” he aslj^d. * ■■ - % ■ ' 

, " No, blast him,” exploded the rancher. He just aslc$ 
for fifty or a hundred to i^ke^ up^a- trail herd an’' I have to 
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send ’cEi. Like I told yu, there’s a reason why I can’t refuse , 
—yet .. Fni mighty relieved to have yn here^ S^yern 5 I got' 
a hunch yu’ll save mean’ Phil if anybody can,” 

' ' Phil f I didn’t know- yu had a son,” said the visitor* 

I ain’t, hut’ll alius wanted one, an’ when it come a girl 
I just . had to cal! her Philipina,” the cattleman explained, ■ 
From' outside came a cry of “ Hello, the house,” in a 
fresh young voice. 

“That’ll be Phil,” said the ranch-owner, rising. She 
don’t know nothin’ o’ this, remember.” 

■ Severn followed his host through the long window opening 
on tO' the veranda. The girl had danced up the steps and 
greeted her father with an impetuous hug before she noticed 
the visitor. At the sight of him she shrank back, 

“ Phil, meet Jim Severn, who has come to take charge here 
in place of Stevens,” Masters said. 

She did not offer her hand, and there was no welcome in 
her eyes. “ I have already met Mr. Severn,” she said distantly. 
The rancher looked surprised, and the newcomer explained, 
“ Miss Masters happened to be present when I bought 
my dawg. As I told yu, I had to argue some with the owner.” 

He spoke with all gravity, but the girl sensed a sardonic 
note of amusement, and it increased her resentment, The 
rancher looked at the dog, patiently sitting by its master’s horse. 

“ I ain’t up much on daw^, but I don’t see no points 
about that one to call for argument,” he commented. 
“ ’Pears to me just an ordinary dawg.” 

“Which yu got it — first wallop out o’ the box,” smiled 
the owner of the animal. “ An ordinary dawg, that’s what 
I liked about him. No fancy breeds for mine. ^That dawg 
is just folks, ain’t liable to put on frills, pr h’ist his nose in the 
^air an’ thinly his bo^ isron’y a common cowpunch. No, sir, 
that dawg’l got savvy, he’s wide between the eyes, an’ he’ll 
do to take alon^” g 

The^cattleman lai^hed, but his daughter did not share his 
amusement j beneath the gentle raillery she suspected a 
rebuke foi^herself, and hef eyes remained frosty. 
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, , .. .as 

Yu will take supper with us, Severn ? ” asked Masters. 

Fin obliged, but- Fll eat with the outfit,” tlie new fore- 
man said, nSting that the girl did not second the invitation. 

The rancher nodded, and then, as a group of riders scam- 
pered in,, he said, *‘Come along, Fll make yu acquainted. 
Back soon, Phil” 

^ The girl gave the visitor the curtest of bows and then stood 
for a moment watching them. Though she disliked the new 
man, she could not help noticing the easy grace with which 
he moved, so distinct from the jerky, toed-in walk common 
to the cowboy. Somehow he suggested a panther on the 
prowl, and she shivered without knowing why. 

The men were busy unsaddling, but they paused when they 
saw that their employer had something to say. The intro- 
duction was brief and to the point. 

This is Jim Severn, boys. He’s come to take Stevens’ 
job, an’ he’s in charge from now on.” 

Some of the men said Howdy,” others nodded, and a few 
looked only, and Severn fancied that the looks were not 
entirely friendly. He himself was silent, watching. 

“ 1‘here’s yore quarters, Jim,” Masters said, pointing to a 
small log house standing apart from the other buildings. 
“ It’s been made ready, but if there’s anythin’ else yu want, 
the cook’ll get it for yu. So long,” 

Severn put his horse in the corral and carried his saddle 
and war-bags to the foreman’s hut. . This consisted of one 
room only, containing a bed, table, cupboard and several 
chairs. There was a window at both back and front. Quirt, 
having sniffed inquiringly all round, curled himself up on 
the foot of^he bed and lay there blinking at his master. The 
man grinned at him. ■ 

.' Suits yu, eh ? ” ffe queried. “ Well, it sho^p didn’t take^ 
yu long to pick yore sleeping-place. But there’s a mort o’ 
.trouble 'ahead, old fella, an’ that .darnei^ girl ain’t agoin’ to 
■ make.;it:easier.” •’ * ^ . 

Having removed the dust of his journey, h#sauntered down 
' As he approached the door he heard voices. 
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I don’ like dawgs no time an’ Fse done skcered.of ’em 
at night/’ Jonahj the cook/ was explaining. ^ 

®®,,Why 5 yu’ll be safe then, Jonah/’ rejoined a laughing 
voice. All yu gotta do is shut yore eyes an’ mouth an’ the 
blame’ dawg'caft’t see yu in the dark. ' As for daylight, yu 
git the animile to chew on a chunk o’ charred' wood an’ he’ll 
never try to bite anythin’ black again, savvy ? ” 

Severn’s entrance, followed by the subject of the conver- 
sation, put an end to it. The new foreman smiled when he 
saw/ the big negro shrink away from Quirt 
■ I can tell yu a better plan, Jonah,” he said. Yu give 
the dawg a chunk o’ meat to chew on an’ he’ll be yore friend 
for life. Dawgs ain’t like humans — yu treat a"dawg right 
an’ he don’t ever forget it.” 

The black man’s face split into a wide grin. ** Yessah, 
I’ll suah feed him,” he said. 

** I expect yu didn’t think o’ that,” Severn said to the one 
who had japed with the cook. 

^ 1 shore didn’t,” the youth laughed. ‘‘Yu see, I had to 
dig up somethin’ ’cause I was scared Jonah would quit on 
us, an’ he’s an honest-to-goodness cook, if his hide is the 
wrong colour.” 

So it came about that when the men sat down to supper 
Quirt lay by his master’s chair at the head of the long table, 
contently gnawing a big beef bone. The food itself, and the 
attention given to it during the early part of the meal, bore 
out the cook’s reputation. Severn himself was silent, study- 
ing the men with whom he had to work. There were ten 
of them, and the foreman learned that three more were line- 
riding in distant parts of the range. Youth and ?niddie-age 
were both represented, and Severn decicjpd that on the whole 
|hey appearciJ a capable crew. One of them in particular 
claimed his*attention at once, “ Bull ” Devint, A medium- 
height, chunkilyjbuiit man of around forty, with a heavy- 
jowled,«somewhat bl&ted face, small eyes, and a long mous- 
tache which accentuated an habitual sneer. Severn guessed 
that his nickname was shott for ‘•bully ” — the man looked 
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it* . He was one of those whose eyes had not welcomed the 
new foreman. With a similar expression he^ was now 
regarding his coffee. 

Hey^ yu lump.o* black rubbish, what d’yu cal!' this ■? he, 
riiouted.. , , 

” Dat’s coffee, sah,’^ said the -cook. 

Huh, looks a dam sight more like dish-washiii’'s to me,®’ 
growled the other. “ Here we git a nice new foreman an’ ju 
try to poison him with this slush.” 

Severn smiled and sampled his cup. “ Seems pretty fair 
coffee to me,” he said mildly. 

Think so ? ” sneered the bully. Depends what yu bin 
used to, I s’pose. Stevens wouldn’t V stood for it — knew 
his job, he did. We won’t get as good a foreman as him in a 
hurry.” 

The clumsy effort to be offensive was apparent, but before 
Severn could reply, Linley, the boy who had been chaffing the 
cook, took up the cudgels. 

** Stevens was a good man all right, but yu shore arc a mite 
late discoverin’ it, Bull,” he grinned. I didn’t notice that 
yu shed any tears or went into mournin’ when he was 
.fetched' in.” 

The bully glared at him for a moment and then became ' 
heavily sarcastic. When I was .a kid they used to tell me 
that little boys oughta be seen an’ not heard,” he said. 

** Gosh, Bull, if yore folks wanted yu to be seen yore looks 
inusta gone off a whole lot,” the boy smiled. 

^fNever yu mind my looks,” returned Bull sullenly.. 

“ I don’t — much, but yore ffice is shore a calamity, Yu 
.w.ant-~— 

“ I don’t want no lip.” 

Severn thought it was time to' interrupt the verbal war&re 
befb.re worse befell. ' ■ 

■ Masters me that Stevens’^eath was an absolute ■. 

iriystery,” He said, speaking to the- table genetally. 

sakl. a larifcy.vrider, w.hose: name, was ... 


Bailey^ but who known as Bones ” because he eon-, 
sisted of little eke. ‘‘The White Masks done FlI 
betcha/* / ' ; 

‘‘ Yu advertise that idea an’ yull be able to ask Stevens 
yoreself/’ 'Devint warned. 

“■Who. are these White Masks ? ’’ queried Severn. 
“ That’s' a new one on me.” 

. “'Funny the Old Man didn’t tell yu/’ Devint said^ and 
his tone implied that the omission was in some way not com-,, 
plimentary to the new foreman. Severn ignored the 
innuendo and looked a question at Bailey. , 

“ They’re a gang o’ bandits operatin’ all round ' an’ nobody 
knows who they is,” replied that worthy. “ It’s said they 
got a hide-out which they call The Cavern somewhere in the 
Pinnacles, A fella in Hope claimed to have bin there an’ 
offered to lead a posse to it, but Tyler, the sheriff, laughed an’ 
told him to go sleep it off. Well, he’s doin’ that now — in the 
graveyard.” 

“ How come ?” asked the foreman, 

“ Oh, he got into a knife-throwin’ contest with a stranger 
in the ‘ Come Again ’ — ^an’ he lost,” was the grim explana- 
tion. 

“ They holdin’ anythin’ against Stevens ? ” Severn asked. 

“ Reckon not, but he may have drifted too near their hide- 
out,” Bailey suggested. “ White Masks is shore enough bad 
medicine, an’ I reckon even Black Bart ain’t anxious to 
offend ’em.” 

“ Huh, Bart’ll go up there an’ eat ’em one o’ these days 
when he’s got time,” sneered Devint, and Severn made a 
mental note of the remark. It was probable tiiat he had 
found one of the men who had been wished on the Lazy M 
,^by the localj^utocrat. • 

“ He’s (fuite a while findin’ time,” put in Rayton, a sober, 
elderly man. “ I Reckon if Sudden, who cleaned up the 
Hatchett’s Follv was around, yu’d see them coyotes 
point for the skyline immediate.” 

“ They say he was quick,” Liftley contributed* 
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' Quick ?*^ echoed Rayton scornfully, Well, I s’posc 
' f\M might call lightnin’ that/’ 

' Huhj Ffo bettin’ he ain’t so fast now 1 gettin’ tied slows 
a man up5 I’ve heard/’ Devintsaid cynically. : ® 

“ Mebbcj but if I bumped into him he should have the 
road/’ the other -smiled. 

Sitting at the head of the table, Severn listened to this 
conversation with inward amusement. So Sudden was not 
forgotten. He wondered if Rayton had met him before, but ', 
could find no sign of recognition in the puncher’s face. HC' 
did not think that getting tied ” had slowed his gunplay, 
but time would show* .Anyway, it was good to be in the 
game again. ' , 

■ He remained for a .while chatting with the men a,fter the 
meal was over, and then retired to his own shack,' folio w^ed by 
'a satisfied Quirt— the cook had seen to that. For an hour 
he sat, smoking and, turning things over in his mind. That 
Masters was a badly-scared man was obvious, , though why, 
and how he proposed to evade the threate.ned loss of his ranch, 
Severn' could form no conjecture. The only clear thing 
seemed to be that. he had picked a rough trail to follow, W'ell, ' 
he had guessed .as much when his old friend. Judge Embley, - 
had first appealed to' him, but. he' had his own reasons for 
accepting. He grinned at the -dog. 

: ' ” Shucks .! ” he said. Any fool can win with Four acesi , 
there’s, a heap; more ^satisfaction in Fluffin’ through, on three . .' 
of a kind, though I, ain’t .shore our hand would, grade as high 
as -that.; , seems like we on’y got- a |mir, an’. Pm wearin’ ’em 
right now.” ' , ; 

,: The do^, squatting at his .feet, gave a little yelp and beat 
the earthen .fioor with its tail 

“ Yessir,” continued the'; fo ^‘an’ I got 

R: suspicion we’re agoin’ to lose 'the ser\aceb^’ Mister^ 
..Devint.” 

;■ : The' dash to, come sooner than ^ expected. 


CHAPTER in 


Immediately after breakfast on the following morning 
Severn found the men, assembled near the corral awaiting 
orders for the day’s work. Devintj a man named Darby^ and 
a Mexican he had heard called Ignacio, were standing in a 
little group apart, and tlie new foreman scented trouble, Ht 
walked straight up to them. 

Fm told yu been actin’ straw-boss since Stevens passed 
out,’’ he said to Devint, and when the man nodded sulkily, ht 
added, Yu can go on doin’ it,” 

Into the bully’s eyes came a gleam of malicious triumph | 
if this new fellow wasn’t afraid of him, he at least didn’t want 
trouble. He squared his shoulders and thrust his chest out 
aggressively. ■ 

‘‘ Huh ! Mebbe there’s two words to that,” he sneered. 

“Well, speak yore piece; I’ve said mine,” the other 
■ retorted. 

Devint scowled. “Yu got the job that oughta come to 
one of us,” he began. “ I reckon the Old Man has played 
it low down on the outfit, bringin’ in a stranger thisaway,” 

The other men stood round watching. Plainly Devint 
had been talking, and they had known that he intended to 
test the new foreman. Severn’s mind worked quickly. He 
did not want an open rupture with any of them j^st yet, but 
he recognised that he must show the men he had to handle 
^tfaat he was^capable of* doing it. He fooked at Devint and 
there was I glint of amusement in the glance. 

“ What’s it ^ott% do wi'th me ? ” he asked, ** Yu ain’t 
expectm’ me to tell Rasters he’s appointed the wrong man, 
are yu f ” * 

Several^f the onlookerf sniggered, and the bully glared at 


tlieiH I he did not at all relish being made game of^ and he 
also realised that in a warfare of words with this man he 
would have no chance. r ■ 

" I can tell Masters all I want to tell him myself/® he said^ 
the scowl on his face deepening. 

: All yu gotta tell him is that Fvc fired you/® Severn said 

easily^ and then^ as Devint made a threatening movement^ 
** Take yore hand off that gun — ^yu haven’t the pluck to 
pull it” 

For a few seconds the two men stood, less than a couple of 
yards apart, half-crouched, their eyes watching alertly for 
the first sign of action. Then the. bully’s gaze wavered and 
fell The foreman had forced the issue and found hint 
iinpreparedj 

“ Like I said — yellow,” Severn sneered, and half turned 
away. 

Damn yu,” yelled Devint Fll ” 

But ere he could get the snatched-at gun from its holster 
Severn’s expectant eye had caught the movement, and his left 
hand darted out, gripping the wrist with a clutch of steel, 
while his right seized the would-be slayer’s throat 

‘‘Yu dirty coyote ! ” he hissed through his bared teetli. 
“ Shoot a man in the back, would yu ? That’s how Stevens 

died, an’ yu wanted his job. Fve a mind to 

He shook the powertes man savagely, sinking his fingers 
still more ' deeply in the flesh of his neck. _ Devint, his eye- 
balls bulging and his face a dark purple, was on the point of 
suffocation when, with a sudden thrust, Severn flung him 
headlong into the. dust, where he lay gasping, his labouring 
lungs sue! ing in the air in great gulps. ' It was some 'moments 
before he could ge^on his feet, and then the foreman said 
..shortly : .' . * * , ' 

. Go up to the house, get yore time, an’ hit' tlie trail” ' 
look and a muttered Are%t the' beaten .man 
slouched away. ' Severn turned to the?)the^ 5 the anger had 

■ gone , from but there was still .an acid touch in his 

■ voice..^ ' ^ ■. .... . . 
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' , " Anyone else got Botio'm 
: I go wiz Meester Devint,’’ the Mexican 

; SeYern noddedj and looked at Darby, who answered tlic 
: unspoken question with a grin, 

V stayin’ |fut,” he said, 

: " Good enough/’ replied the foreman, and proceeded fo 
detail the duties for the day. 

^* 'My Gawd ! said Linley, as he rode away with Darby, 

Did ju see ?' He was actually laughin’ when he guzzled 
.Bull,” 

"Laughin’'?” retorted. Darby. "Yes, laughin’ like a- 
wolf does when it’s pullin’ down a calf. My oath, I reckon 
bangin’ won’t be no surprise to Bull now.” 

Having sent the men off, Severn went up to the ranch-' 
house. He found Masters and his daughter in the front 
room. The girl was dressed for riding and her forehead 
creased in a little frown when he entered. 

" ’Lo, Severn, started weedin’ a’ready, I hear,” the cattle- 
man greeted, 

" I had to part with two o’ the outfit,” the new foreman 
smiled. " They didn’t seem comfortable.” 

"They’ve been comfortable enough till now,” the girl 
interjected. "Both reliable men, recommended by Mr, 
Bartholomew.” 

The bitterness of this attack surprised Severn, but his voice 
was cool and easy when he replied : 

" I shore didn’t know they were friends o’ yores. Miss 
Masters.” , . . .. 

" I don’t make friends with cowboys or Mexicans,” the 
girl retorted coldly. " I suppose you followed }Sur usual 
method and provoked them in the hope of a gunplay ? ” 

^ Severn griti^ed. " An’ two more not&es, eh ? Well, the 
only provocS-tion I gave Devint was to offer him the job of 
straw-boss, which he^declined — without thanks. When he 
tried to ahoot me in tje back I just naturally had to reason 
with him. The Greaser took up his end of it.” 

" Mr. Bartholomew woift like ft,” the girl said. 


j,: 
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; Damn Bartholomew,’’ her father exploded, ®'This is 
, my ranch an’ Fm/runnin’ it. When I - put a man in charge 
I back his play ; yu can fire the whole bunch if yu need to, 
Severn. . Anythin’ else yu wantin’ to see me about ? ” 

^ Fm just goin’ to have a look ofer the range/’ 

Severn replied, and then an imp of mischief prompted' him to 
add, I thought if Miss Masters was thinkin’ o’ ridin’ she 

■ might show me around.” '■ 

The girl’s eyes met his in contemptuous astonishment. 

Fve something else to do,” she said shortly. 

Setting out on his tour of inspection, the new foreman 
addressed the ' dog gamboiling a few. yards in front of his 
pony’s nose. 

‘‘ The Princess regretted she had another engagement, 
Quirt, so we gotta go it alone,” he said quizzically. “ Don’t 
look so blame’ joyful — it ain’t good manners ; an’ besides, 
she’d be real company for a man she liked. But she don’t like 
us, old-timer j she’s got no more use for us than she has for 
a boil on the neck, an’ that’s a fact.” 

* 

It must have been somewhere about midnight when 
Severn was awakened by a low throaty growl from the dog 
curled up on the foot of his bed. Raising himself, he looked 
round. There was no moon, but the stars provided a murky 
light, and he fancied he saw an indistinct shadow outside the 
back^ window,' • 

Quiet, boy,” he whispered to the dog, and sat watching, 
his right .hand gripping a six-shooter. 

, Again hf saw what he had taken to be a shadow, and then 
:came an unmistakable creak as though someone was trying to 

■ force an entrance. .. Severn remained motionless, i)ut for somc.^ 

moments there was no further sound. Apparently the in- ' 
truder, . : satisfied., • that , he ' had not . disturbed the sleeper, 
Tenewed his efforts,, for a. further creak sounded -as, the sash ^ 
of the window was forced' up .several inchel", ■ Then came ^ . 
flight and the ?hado^:vamshed,:' but.not''^ 
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Severn caught a glimpse of a white blot, with two dark hoU 

fereyes. He smiled to himself 5 the outfit was riajdSkT 

“W of th. 

fired whoever it may be,” he muttered. » If Pd 

The sentence remained unfinished, for at that moment he 
W a sharp hiss, followed by a curious sound, “omewhat 
i^embling the crumpling of a parchment, and he knew that 
there w^ a rattlesnake m the room. Sensing danger, the dog 
growled again, and the man, putting his hand SV I a 

Wlf had an unpleasant prickling sensation under his 

For a moment he listened intently, hoping to locate the 

mttle!n J c ® '""^pt^on of its whereabouts. The 

rattlesnake, Severn knew, is a coward and will rarelv attack 

defend ten b„, ,hi, on. mns. S.e Tte 

|een released frooi captivity and would be fighting mad. One 

nn ^ matches were 

on the table m the middle of the room. GingXre^S 

infofrirhanV‘f • S%P>ng from the bed, gun 
IL f!w. i s noiseless strides brought hiin to 

the table, where he pawed eagerly around for the matches, 
nearly upsetting the lamp. He could not find them and h3 

a; 

S!2.2r 

upon body, potdT^ISr* - 

te. «, spnog back „d saul a b>«., into d.rfla “^So™ 
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head^ following it with another. The second was not neces- 
sar?5 but it relieved his feelings, The% with shaking flngersj, 
he "lighted the^mp^ and kicked the still quivering, carcasc' 
into the open hearth. ■ A scurry of footsteps came fi1)ni out- 
side^: voices^ and ' a knock on the door. Opening it^' he saw 
, ' several of the raen^ , partially clad, but- every one of them 
carrying, a gun, 

■ Whafs doin’ i ” asked the foremost, the man, naincd 
. Darby. : 

A diamond-back come a-visitin’,” Severn explained* 

■■ Had to abolish it some,” 

The men crowded in, and examined the snake, which was 
„ a large .one, ' ; ' 

: '** Teii rattles— he was a - daddy, shorn eimugh,,” cdiii* 
mcfited.one, ,, Wonder ..if he fetched his family,” ■ 

A search of the room, revealing no further,, visitants, the 
■cowboys retu.rned tO' their ' bunks, ■ all save Darby, , who,; 

„ lingered. ' . ' 

Funny 'bout him,” he said, jerking a thumb at the dead 
reptile. There’s gravel all round this shack an’ /snakes 
. don’t like gravel— hurts their tum-tums.” 

He walked to the window, stooped, and picked soinetliiiig 
up. ,He, shore meant to stay, too — -brought his, war-bag,” 
He held out a leather sack, the mouth of which could be 
. „ closed with a draw-string, 5 it was rank with the peculiarly, 
offensive , odour of the rattlesnake. . “ Y ore fondness for pets 
lias .got. around,” he . went 011., . Mebbe yull get a skunk 
iieX't.” , 

, “ ..I could . ’a’ got one ,to-night., if Fd knowed,” the foreman 
,; / replied, hut gave ' .no : info ■ Though the man seemed 

* .'friendly, he , was not trusting- anyone yet ■ That a dastardly 
attein.pt on his.dife .hacf been,,m,a.de was ,clear, but^he had no 
evidence to locate the: culprit, .When: Darby. had» gone he 
turned ill again,' but not without a" cojgrmending pat for 
. 'Quirt : :.',■ „/ , 1:: • 

, ® :■ ■ . i:,reckoii yull pay for': yore keep, oM fella^” he said. 

■ At sunrise he was searching the ,gro'und outside for tracks, 
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but, M Darby had said, there was gravel all roim^l k 

Jstant”2pSting‘'it^^^ from Ae gri”‘^''SSe 

ro, ;s; 

L<wks more like a Greaser trick to me.” ^ ^ ^ ^ 

•■k ’^St’eed with the foreman’s own view and he left Jf 

srco^r-wt !? i 

ro^g ».« of jus, hdjh“2’,h Sv^rs 

.ppriSS'”'”’ *' *' Sevon. 

mighTte'^ITraSw” *' °*'' 

»«tor,”ho ,4iS.'‘ ’ *>■■• ‘"‘>»' » *««,’. an),hi„- d,o 
;; Yu wantin’ a job ? ” asked Severn. 

thioi- w‘"aSr”''’4 ' “rr “ 

wfo' '»='=. 5 E»' into tho . 

•gr J'J YntSreS m5o*f ”"' °”‘ °'’'' *' 

smile^fc Mrai!^i| *'*' “"Ik” 

‘ Yu don’f say,” ejaculated Severn gently, lookinsr dn«r« - 
l.»«,po,o,he.ghe 
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did they ? ’’ TliC" visitor joined in the laugh that followed, ' 
and the forema^n continued : “ I can certainly use another 
man. What are we to call yu ? ” 

,, Anythin’ ju like, an’ I’ll come a-runnin’ all same ■ 
good dawgj”. retorted the workless one witfc jaunty im- 
pudence. 

Rightj” Severn smiled. “ We’ll call yu ‘ Sunset ’ — the 
name shore fits yu like yore skin.” 

For a' moment the pale eyes flashed and the young man’s 
face grew even redder | then his mouth opened into a wide 
grin. 

Sunset goes, though my' name’s Larry Barton^” he said. 

“ An’ I shorely asked for it, didn’t I ? ” 

Severn nodded. ** Supper’ll be ready soon,” he told him. 

Gentle Annie will find yu a bunk.” He waved a hand 
towards Linley, and that youth’s face promptly rivalled that of 

the new hand. “ What the hell ” he began, but the 

foreman interrupted him with a smile. “ I heard yu singin’ 
this mornin’,” he explained. 

“ Yu an’ me shore oughta be friends,” Sunset said, as he 
followed Linley to the bunkhouse. “ We’ve been christened 
together.” 

The boy grinned sympathetically, but he then and there 
abandoned any ambition he may have cherished regarding an 
operatic career. 

Later on in the evening Barton sneaked up to ^the fore- ' 
man’s shack, slid .inside without the formality of knocking, ■■ 
and grinned impudently at his new boss, who grinned back ■ 
again. ,■ 

“■ Sunset, fu are right welcome,” he said. 

; “ If I’d, gue^ed yu would plaster that dam label on me I 
wouldn’t • V ■ come,” ®retorted the other. “I ouehte 
known—”' ' , 

, “ Better than to get, fresh with me,” irsterrupted Severn. 

“ Besides, yu got company,” t 

Larry laughed. , “ Shore, .Gentle Annie. How come yu 
,,.to,..Mt0nthati,” ^ 
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■ He was bellerin’ like a sick calf this 

* Gentle Annie, do yis lo-o-o-Ye ■ 
f As yu did long years a-g«o-o-o I ® 

I Just could'^i’t help itj but I reckon he’s a good' kid all, the 
same. Hell stand the iron.” 

** What for sort of a bunch is they ? ” asked the new 

** That’s what I want yu to find out^” said the foreniaii. 

** See, here’s the how of it.” 

He 'proceeded to recount his experiences since he had 
arrived in Hope, his companion listening wntli a widening 
smile. 

** Huh ! Ain’t missed any. opportunities, have yu ? ” he 
commented. A coupla weeks an’ yu’ll be as popular as a 
fella with small-pox.” He dropped his bantering tone. 

Did yu ever wonder why I , was so set on cornin’ here with 

yu ? ” 

“ 1 put it down to yore natural desire to dodge regular 
work,” the other grinned, and then, when the answering 
smile and usual retort did not come, he added soberly, Tell 
me, Larry.” 

With a face of stone, from which all the youthfulness had 
gone, the other told the story of the hanging of the nester, 
Forby. Save for a huskiness, there was no emotion in his 
voice, but the deadliness of purpose in the concluding words 
could not be mistaken. “ I was that boy 5 it was my dad 
they did to death, an’ I’ve come back to make them pay.” 

Tight-lipped and with an out-thrust jaw the foreman stood 
up and dropped a hand on his friend’s shoulder, 

Yu know these fellas, Larry ? ” he inquired, 

I remember every one o’ their damn faces, but I ain’t " 
all tfeeir names,” the boy replied. “ Darby is in yore 
oufit n6w, but he done what he could an’ that squares him. 
There was a Greaser, Ignacio, an’ two o’ the others were 
called Penton an’ Lallan,” 

** Yu don^t have to worry ’bout him : he pulled a gun oif 
im m^Desert Edge,” ^evern^'said grimly, Ignacio was 
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here but drifted when I come 5 we’ll find him agai% an* 
the rest , o’ ^he murderin’ houn’s. Bartholomew’s got a 
bigger bill to pay than I reckoned, but we’ll collect it— 
together— in full.” 

I’m thankin’ yo,” was all Larry could fijid to say, and, : 
after an awkward pause, What kinda hold' has Bartholomew 
got on Masters ? ” 

“ He didn’t tell me, but Fm guessin’ it’s a strangle-hold,” 
Severn said. Masters don’t strike me' as bein’ anyways soft,” 
Wh.at’s the girl like ? ” was the next question. 

, “ Well, she’s amazin’ like— a girl,” smiled Severn, ' ■ 

Huh ! ” grunted Larry, “ Don’t tell me yuVe fell in 
love with her.” 

‘‘ Bein’ a truthful an’ a married man, I won’t,” his fore- 
man said. “ An’ yu bein’ a sorta friend FlI let yu into a 
secret- — ^she ain’t fell in love with me neither ; in fact, she 
regards my presence on the earth as an unwarrantable 
intrusion.” 

Larry spat disgustedly. “ Don’t.start sawin’ off that d.amn 
dictionary stuff on me or I’ll do that dame a service by 
removin’ yu a wdiole lot,” he threatened, “ Seems to me the 
on’y friend yu’ve made is thisyer pup.” He pulled the dog’s 
ears as he spoke, and Quirt, content that his master’s frie-iids ' 
should be his, permitted the liberty, 

“ A pup is a good pal,” Severn rejoined. “ An’ now Fve 
got two of ’em— ” 

‘‘ Here, cow-boy, who’re yu callin’ a - — ■ — ” began' the 
other, but his host ushered him to the door. 

“ Don’t yu worry, old-timer. Quirt ain’t carin’,” he said, 

“ Beat it te the bunkhouse, an’ remember that the foreman 
ain’t goin’ to be too pleased with yu, an’ yu don’t like him; 
none too much, ’less ^ know yore man awful well, savvy i 

“ .playin’ ' I don’t like yu’ll be ' the easiest "'j^b I ever ^ 
tackled,” Larry said, but there was a ^jrarmth in his tone 
which; toId"a different' story. . “ Say, Doii,-but it’s' good to be- 
. on the warpath again with yu,” '®. 

' ' “ Who^fc yo’ce talkin’ to, yu idjut ? ” Severn 
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asked quickly. “ I’m Jim Severn, yore foreman, an’ don’t 
yu forpt It. Now, go pound yore car, little fat fella 5 we’ll 
shore have some o’ that adipose tissue off yu belbre long.” 

Bmon ^t a hasty retreat, as he invariably did when his 
mend fired umisual words at him, and Severn grinned as he 
dosed the door. They understood each other verv well 
these twa / 



CHAPTER IV 


' Th e dismissal of two of the men he had sent to the Lazy M 
was: regarded by Bartholomew as an act of open defianccj 
and he lost no time in taking up the challenge. The follow- 
ing afternoon found' him reining in his mount by the ¥eranda' 
of the Masters’ ranch-house. ■ His hail brought out the 
owner. 

Hello, Masters,” he greeted, “ Come to take Phil 
Tidin’, but first I want a word with yu.” 

He dismounted with an ease one would not have expected 
in so bulky a man and followed his host into the room. 

** What’s the idea in firin’ Devint an’ Ignacio ? *’ he asked 
abruptly. 

Devint was offered the job o’ straw-boss, went on the 
prod, an’ tried to pull a gun on my foreman,” Masters 
explained. The Greaser fired himself.” 

Devint’s sore about not havin’ Stevens’ place, an’ I 
reckon he’s got a right to be,” Bartholomew said heavily. 

He’s a fella we know.” 

Which ain’t always a recommendation,” said Masters 

caustically. 

Well, if yu didn’t like Devint, I could V got yu someone 
else,” said the Bar B owner. **Where’d yu come across 
' this chap Severn ? 

Heard of him in Desert Edge,” Masters replied. 

’Pears to be capablef’ 

Mebbe,” returned Bartholomew coolly. ** But I don’t 
like him, Masters, an’ he’s gotta go.”' ^ 

The cattleman’s eyes flashed defianCf fof\n instant, and 
^ then fell before the implacable gaze of 'the®man - who, wm. 
giving him orders. ♦ . . : / . . 
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Daresay after a bit l ean- lie' began. -' 

He goes to-morrow,’’ Bartholomew iiiterj^ctecl. , 
by the way, Fm shy seventy- five three-year-oHs, for ,a trail 
herd.| \ rfl send over for '’em .in a coupla d,ays’ time.” ,, 

The . cattlefiiaii' raged inwardly | , he would have, "given, 
almost anything he possessed for the power to pull his gun 
and shoot down the- man who so , ruthlessly rode him,, but 
that .would mot mve him. More than once the tyrant had 
aid, ** As long as I live yoVe safe, Masters.” 

■' , He was .saved - the trouble of replying by , tlic scurry of 
hoofs outside, and the appearance of Phi!,, mounted on a 
..mettlesome, cow-pony. The girl; rode cowboy; style, .almost 
'standing in the. stirrups, and- her laughing face was flushed' 
with the .effort to restrain the bunch of nerves .and' steel wire.' 
she ' .bestrode. , At her g&y call, Barthobmew .^mounted, 
wheeled his; horse b^ide her, and they loped away, , Severn 
entered 'the bunkhouse as they passed. 

**'That yore new foreman, wasn’t it ? ” Bartholomew 
asked, ''“ What' do yu think' of him, Phil ? ” 

“ I don’t think of him,” the young 'lady replied playfully, 
but not altogether truthfully. , 

“Shucks, then I needn’t V worried,” said her escort 
“Yu see, I’ve been .advisin’ -yore father to get rid of him, 
an’ if yu’d lost yore heart-- — ”' 

“My affections are not^, so^ captured, Mr. 

Bartholomew,” she bantered back. “Thope Daddy will 
take your advice,” 

But even as she said the words a doubt crossed her mind, 
for short as the time .had 'been, she' fancied that her father 
had been more his old -.self since the arrival 6f the new 
foreman. 

Bartholcpicw, satisfied- that she wzS not interested in the 
ncwcom^fr, made no -further reference to him. From time 
tp time his gaze rented possessively on the fresh young beauty 
who rode beside hixfi. He wanted her and was determined 
that she shoulO be his. • Without openly making love, he 
had. given more than a hint of his hopes. There was a 
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c»iisiderablc difFerence in ' their ages, but, as he told himself, 
he was ■ still ^oung, and had the additional attractions of 
wealth and influence. ■ 

The girl’s thoughts were on the same subject ■ knew 
perfectly well that the owner of the Bar B admired her, and, 
liking him, the fact gave her pleasure. Though he dressed ' 
in the garb of the range, his clothes were of good quality, 
and he was careful of his appearance. ■ A fine figure of a 
man, most women w:ould have voted him, virile, self-assured,, 
ands when he chose, entertaining. Though she had never 
given the subject serious consideration, Phil supposed that 
they would be married — it seemed the natural .outcome— 
but to-day she found herself criticising her escort, and to her 
annoyance comparing him with the man she “ did not like.” 
For some indefinite reason, her ride with the big man was 
not so enjoyable as usual. 

« ^ ' )|e ■ » 

Late that evening the foreman heard a subdued rap at his 
door, and opened it to admit his employer. The cattieman'"s 
face was grim, and when he spoke his voice had a ring of 
determination. 

Bartholomew was here to-day, an’ things has come to a 
showdown,” he began, Fve got orders to hand over 
seventy-five head an’ fire yu to-morrow. Fll see him in 
hell first” He waited a moment, but Severn had nothing 
to say, and the ranch-owner continued, ‘‘ It’s come a bit 
sooner than I figured, but that can’t be helped. Now, get 
this, Bart’s hold is on me- — personal, but if I ain’t here ” 

Severn grinned and nodded comprehendingly. With the 
owner absent, the blackmailer’s', power over' the ranch 
vanished too, • 

“‘^This is how Fve planned it,” .Masters went on. I ^ 
just fade out, leavin’ no word, .an’-yu t^e hold an’’ run the 
ranch. If I don’t show up a^in im rea^nable time I 
s’pose it will be assumed that Fve^ cashed, an4 Judge EmHey, 
over to Desert Edge, will lake charge' as executor o’ my will 



and guardian, to Phil, who won’t be ' of age for ^ 
twelvemonth. Yu- 'know the Judge, for he '^ecom'meeded 
yu to me 5 he ain’t wise to 'what Fm goin’ ,to do, but he’ll 
help yu if yu get crowded,” 

It’s shore ■’goin’' to be tough, on yore girl, ' not knowin’ 
whether yo’ re', alive,” the foreman pointed out • 

: rVe^ thought o’ that, but there ain’t no way round it,” 
the rancher replied. “ If I left any message, her manner 
would' give the game away, an’ Black Bart would hunt me 
■down. : I want him to’ 'figure I’m dead— that’ll give me a 
free hand. At Phil’s age griefs ain’t lastin’, an’, anyways, 
it’s the on’y wagon-trail out” He paused for a moment, 
evidently milling things over in his mind, and then, Fve 
had to mortgage this place pretty deep to raise money for 
Bartholomew. Judge Embley fixed it for me, an’ I reckon 
he can hold the fella who lent the cash — for a while, 
anjrways — an’ that’s all I’m needin’. Ridge of the XT 
wants four-score three-year-olds, an’ that’ll give yu coin to 
pay expenses. Yu see, Fm trustin’ yu, Jim, an’ Fm doin’ 
it on what Embley said of yu.” 

Yu can gamble on nie,” the foreman said quietly. 

** Which I am, an’ puttin’ up every chip I got,” replied 
the cattleman. “ Now, remember, yu ain’t seen me 
to-night an’ don’t know nothin’ o’ my movements. JdiosJ^ 

They gripped hands for a long moment, and then the 
rancher slipped out of the shack, feeling more cheerful than 
had for many a month. He was in desperate trouble, 
trusting a man who was almost a stranger, and yet he had 
no doubts. Somehow this keen-eyed, capable fellow inspired 
him with confidence. To beat Bartholomew and throw 
off the bondage he had smarted under for years had seemed 
a vain dreanj, but now he felt that it wSs possible. It meant 
risking alf he had, but he stood to lose that in any case to 
the blackmailer. ^ 

“ She’s a wBipsaw — cuts both wa3rs,” he muttered, and 
went about then:omplction of his preparations. 

The absence of her father at tke morning meal, though it 
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siirprised Philj did 'not aroose any uneasiness | he had ridden 
away early qp other ' oSrasions, though he usually left word 
for her. • But when the day passed without any sign of him^ , ' 
she made inquiries, . 'to, 'find that his favourite horse was' 
missing, but that no one had seen him leave. ■ #When another 
day dawned without news of her father, the , girl’s anxiety ■ 
became' acute, for the tragic fate of Stevens at once recurred 
to her. Much as she disliked, doing so, she went to Severn, 
but he could tell her nothing. 

He had a deal on with the XT — ^mebbe he’s gone 
there,” he suggested, “ Or p’raps he went to Desert Edge: ' ' 
an’ couldn’t make it back to the ranch.” 

Phil shook her head. “He’s never gone anjnvherc 
without telling me,” she said, and then, as one of the men 
approached, “ What is it, Darby ? ” 

The man looked uncomfortable. “ I just wanted a word 
with the foreman, Miss Phil,” he replied. 

The girl’s face grew pale. “If it is about my father 
I want to hear what you have to say,” she said sharply. 

Seeing that the cowboy still hesitated, Severn said, “ Go 
ahead. Darby | what’s yore news ? ” 

“The Old Man’s boss has just drifted in — it’s down 
there by the corral.” i 

Phil said nothing, but, white to her trembling lips, walked 
towards the corral, the two men following. As they did so^ 
Darby contrived to whisper : 

“ Can’t yu keep her away ? There’s blood on the 
saddle.” 

Severn shook his head, and indeed it was too late, for the 
girl’s quick strides soon brought her to where the horse was 
standing, muzzle drooping, and evidently played out. The 
reins were over the Siorn, where they might have lodged 
accidentally as the rider lost his seat, the rifle was-gone, and ^ 
on the saddle-flaps ominous dark stains ^ere visible. The 
girl stared at them with a growing hoi^ror in her eyes, and 
■as she, realised what they, m mean, a gusty sob burst from 

her lips. It was Severn who broke the tension. 
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guns an’ grubj 


“ Get busy, boys,” he said, 
we gotta comb the range.” 

miSr ’S? “If girt o« of for 

jn were sent on their quest, each couple hL nfa sTct on 
of the mnge to cover. Phil was coupled with Rlvton Z 
of theolder hands, while Severn, the last to leave, was done 

^ve for his dog. He had allotted himself the task of 

nof be iZolver"^ Black Bart could 

not be involved, since his interests depended upon the 

2”d°Tr “'T 1.““* ontnawingl, 

rmpatiently he dismissed the hopeless problem from his 
mind and set himself to the task in hand. ^ 

ur^uSd ’ n ; Bad also been 

S sSt to Hon^ the hunt went on, messengers 

found Zh ^ "o traee could be 

foe slfo IZZf 'Be morning of 

the fa“-. "■* ■"■» - tcowl when he »w _ 

“.Yu^cin hwe my outfit if yu wmit it. Phil,” he mi 
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"'Beals me where he can have got. to. S’pose^yore felks 
have covered the ground pretty well?” ' This to, Severiij 
'who nodded. “ Can’t see much good in se|rchiii’ any 
morcj” the visitor went on. If he’s above ground^ heli 
'eurn ups if he ain’t — — ” He shrugged his shoulders; 
expressively, and suddenly darted a question at the foreman. 

Yu got any ideas about it ? ” 

No, I’m in the dark,” Severn replied, meeting the keen 
gaze unconcernedly, and Bartholomew turned again to the 
girl ■ ^ , 

Nothin’ tO' do but carry on an’ hope for the best,” he 
said. An’, by the way, yore father promised me seventy- 
five three-year-olds to fill up a trail herd.” 

You will see they are delivered,” the girl directed 
Severn. 

” What price yu payin’ ? ” asked the foreman. 

Black Bart’s face darkened. “There ain’t no question 
of price,” he said. “The cows are in part payment of a 
debt,” he added, to Phil. 

“ Got any writin’ to prove that ? ” Severn persisted. 

“What the hell’s that gotta do with yu ? ” stormed the 
other. “ Y u’ve had yore orders.” 

“ I ain’t takin’ orders — certainly not from yu,” came the 
cool retort. “ Pm in charge, an’ while I’m willin’ to study 
Miss Masters’ wishes in reason, I ain’t handin’ over property 
I’m' responsible for on the say-so of any man, ’cept the 
owner.” 

“ Yo’re in charge, huh ?” jeered Bartholomew. “ Well, 
now yu ain’t— Miss Masters is firin’ yu right away.”: 

The foreman looked at the girl. Her face was flushed, 
her lips trembling, and it was evident that she was content 
to let the rancher ' speak for her. ■ . ^ 

, .“That’s 'somethin’ she can’t 'do,” Severn said"'quie.tly. ; 

Can’t, eh ? ” Bartholomew, sneered. “ The .rafich 
.ain’t/hers, I s’po'se,? ”, , # . / ® 

Yore 's’pos’n; is, correct,” ' the ''other' pSinted, out.: , “ ..It 
don’t belong to her untE her .father’s death is g^roved, . aif 
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only then when she’s of age. Masters put me here an’ I’m 

stayin putj an’ that’s somethin’ yu can bet high 
^ There ^as a cold finality in his tonejand^ having delivered 
TOis ultimatum^ _ he turned and went about his business. 
Bartholomew stared after him for a momeiitj and then said 
to the girl: 

That fella is due for a lesson, an’ I’m goin^ 'to see that 
he gets it. Y u leave him to me an’ don’t yu worry.” 

, Long after her visitor had gone, Phil sat trying to size up 
the situation. All through the week, grief over her father’s 
disappearance, and the consequent hard riding — for she had 
one her share with the men — ^had driven every other 
consideration from her mind. But the clashing of wills she 
had just witnessed had brought her position home to her. 
Though familiar with the daily routine work of the ranch, 
she knew nothing of the business side, and greatly as she 
resented Severn’s calm assumption of authority, she was 
dimly conscious of a sense of relief. But she would not 
a mit It I she hated him, of course, and she would go on 
hating until Bartholomew succeeded in getting rid of him, 
a task in which she mentally promised him her hearty 
support. ^ 


CHAPTER V 

without news of the missing rancher 
the regular routine had been resumed at the Lazv M 

MnS ““■‘S 

convinced the other men that he was not one to be trifled 
wi h, and this, added to the very evident fact that he knew 
his job, eliminated any further opposition. Phil, though 

bunfH an overbearing, tyrant 
bully, had to admit that he could handle men ^ 

An incident which added to the foreman’s prestme 
happ™^ the round-up of the snujl herd destiLd S 

brush elve^ ^ e tb^ 
hr^th?!™ ’“'u r"')"- bad driven Ateei 

Darby spurred to intercept it, and was on the DoinTof 

Mth ’f ?i? the unprepared rider headlong, full in the 
fit Range cattle have no fear Sf a min oi^ 

00^ and a tragedy appeared to be inevitable. 

fhtST^ ^ thought Severn acted. He dared not shoot, for 
the fallen cowboy was in a direct line. Two iumos brouirh. 

to Its neck he slid round under, gripping the great hnms 
hi^ his weight into an effort*^ to twist the aniial’s 

#i=S.SSsSS - 

No sooner was i, doum'thsn it was up .gam,«,rtf„g 
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defiance, pawing the ground, head swaying from side to side 
« with flammg eyes it looked for the Lse ofits downSu 

wil l ^ and 

r^nl ! to charge when Darby’s 

Zr f 1 K T' pony braced back, arid the 

off .oTo 4“ i t Se\tf ‘'““•’"■'J 

mighty obliged to yu,” Darby said awkwardly. 
When I saw that devil a’most on top o’ me, I guessed i 
was for me for the Golden Gates.” guessed it 

.h Severn replied. “ All in 

the dy s work, an’ I can’t afford to lose a hLd just now ’" 
Darby answered his foreman’s grin with another. “ Well 
I W, ulk »bo„, i,, bo, I ain't fogenin- S 

III be hopm for a chence to even the score,” he said 
IVeatest bit o bulldoggin’ I ever seen.” 

How long yu been on the Lazy M?” asked the 
foreman, deliberately switching the conversation. 

Bar, lerhitTw S'' 

.1 anxious to go back to the Bar B ” 

P to .shoutin’. I don’t like some o’ Bart’s wavs an’ 
Penton-his foreman— is a skunk.” “ 

The words were spoken in an ordinary tone as though 

merely explanatory, and the foreman was disposed to think 
they were meant, but Darby might be acting a part ai d Se 

nonvotS* .S. 

wil''Dlir‘''? ^ to the morning when Jonah’s 

Indi f cook and housekeeper at the 

Hefound^erwait^g^i? 
chart ® looking pale, and there were dark 

hadows under her eyes, which showed that the stress of eh<. " 
past-twi^ weeks was taking its toll ® 





tflE LAW o’, THE LARIAT : ' . 

^ herd together,’’ she sai4 

“ I presiim'eTf is for Mr, Bartholomew ? ” 

*^No^” Severn ,replied» ^ ** It. is: for Ridge of the XT. 
Yore father had arranged the sale,- an’ I need the moiief.” 
need it ? ’’ she queried sarcastically.-, 

Certainly s I gotta pay wages ah’ expenses,” the man 
retorted, P’raps I oughta said ‘ we,’ but it comes to the 
same thing.” 

** Please, don’t deliver the cattle until I return | ' I am 
going to Desert Edge,” the girl said coldly. 

■ Somewhat to her disappointment he betrayed no curiosity. 
All he said was, “Yu can’t ride there alone.” She waited, 
wondering if he would have the temerity to offer himself as 
escort, and framing a crushing refusal, but again her hopes 
failed to fructify. “ I can spare Barton,” he said. 

Thus it came about that some time later the girl and 
Larry were riding at a good road gait over the Desert Edge 
trail. At first the cowboy had kept a little in the rear until 
Phil, tired of her own company, had requested him to keep 
pace with her. In truth she liked the look of the new 
hand, whose rotundity of face and figure somehow gave 
him such a harmless appearance. He had little of the 
awkward shyness the average cowpuncher was afflicted with 
in the presence of all but some women. When she asked 
him if he liked the ranch, he said it was a “ humdinger,” 
but when she put the same query about the foreman, he did 
not reply either so quickly or so enthusiastically, 

“ He’s certainly wise to his work,” he allowed cautiously. 
“ But he ain’t no easy fella to satisfy. Yu see. Miss, he 
’pears to vTant things done just so, an’ he’s liable to raise 
: 'Cain an’ Abel if they ain’t” 

“ Obstinate and a bully,” the girl summarised. 

Larry squinted at her sideways and choked on a chuckle. 
“ I wouldn’t call him obstinate — though* mebbe he’s a bit 
^ sot in his ideas,” he said. ^ ■ • '•. 

“ He looks to me like a professional gunman,” the lady 
said contemptuously. ^ 
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Might be, o’ course,” Larry agreed, but Fd say noti 
that sort is usually mean about the eyes, Allalsame, I reckon 
a gent who pulled a gun on him would likely find hisself a 
trifle late,” 

■ And , because of his dexterity he can dictate to othcri, ; 
Why, it amounts to this — that the man with the slowest 
brain and the quickest pistol-hand might rule the country,” 
was her scornful reply, 

. Larry grinned at her, ‘‘ Yo’re supposin’ an impossi- 
bility,” he said, “ To shoot fast a man has to think fast 
There’s been good an’ bad gunmen a-plenty, but I reckon 
all of ’em had their uses.” 

He went on to talk to her of killers and gun-fights, of 
Wild Bill Hickok, Slade, Sudden, and others, of the bad old 
times in Abilene and Dodge, and tried to show her the big 
part these men and their like had played in the settlement of 
the country. And when she protested that the law wat 
there to punish evil-doers, he laughed, 

“ What’s the use o’ the law to a dead man ? ” he asked, 
” No, ma’am, in those parts an’ in these right now a man’s 
gotta have his law handy on his hip, where he can get action 
on her speedy. Me, I’m a peaceable fella, but I like to 
know I got the means to protect m’self, yu betcha.” 

Phil looked at the ruddy, boyish face of her companion, 
and smiled at his warlike sentiments. She would have been 
greatly astonished had she been told that this peaceable 
fella ” had, in the course of his duty, dealt death or disablement 
to several of his fellow-beings. When a little later he shot 
a rattlesnake which seemed disposed to dispute their right of 
way, she noticed that he did not appear to take miy aim, and 
commented on the fact. 

“ Aim ? ” he repeated, “ Course not. S’pose that 
rattler had been a jasper after my hide 5 why, he’d blow me 
to bits while Fm aimin’. When yu drawed my attention to 
the snake, yu** just "pointed with yore finger, an’ I pointed 
with my gun,®an’ that’s all there is to shon-range shootin’, 
O’ course, when yo’re a ways off, it’s different” 
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With conversation of this kind he kept her amused and 
interested untiFthey, reached their destination* Desert Edge 
; ■ waS' a replica: of Hope Again, but 'on a larger scale^ plus a 
laiiway depot and pens where the cattle could await shipment 
' Though Phil had visited the place several time^ on her way 
to the East, she had but little knowledge of it. ' An inquiry 
of a shock-headed man, whose hand went instinctively to 
remove ,a hat he was not wearing, elicited the information 
she desired — -the whereabouts of Judge Embley, 

** The Judge rooms with Widow Casey, nex’ door to the 
Cactus Saloon,” the man said, “ Fm bettin’ he’s to home 
’bout now.” 

The J udge, whose title was oiScial and not one of courtesy 
only, was a tall man of sixty, with a square, rugged but 
kindly face, and an unruly mop of grey hair which brush 
and comb were powerless to subdue. He was generally 
respected In the county as one who was straight,” devoid 
of fear, and possessed of a certain dexterity in the use of a 
two-barrelled derringer which reposed in a shoulder-holster 
where if was easily accessible. He was in his shirt-sleeves 
when his landlady entered the apartment which served as 
sitting-room and office, with the information that a young 
lady wished to see him. Slipping on his long black coat, he 
laid aside his cigar and greeted his visitor with a smile. 

So you are Philip Masters’ little girl, eh } ” he said 
, when she had told her name. ** No news of your father 
yet, I suppose ? ” And when she shook her hea^ he added, 
** Well, well, it’s too soon to despair yet, you know. Now 
sit down and tell me how I can help you.” 

The girPtook the chair he placed for her 5 she liked the 
old man at once, and felt that he could be trusted. 

Fve been looking%rough Daddy’s papers,” she began, 
and I found one saying that if anything happened to him ” 
— her voice shook a little — “ I was to coD%e and see you.” 

^ Quite right,” the Judge said. “ Ffe hacf the handling 
of your father’s business for some years now, and a few 
months ago I drew up his under the terms of which I 
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HOW become your guardian. May I say that while I deplore 
the necessitys Fm very proud of the positioi£^* He bowed ; : 
With an. old-fashioned courtesy ■ which gave point to the ': 
compliment Then, seeing that she did not quite under- ■ 
stand, he added, “ It amounts, to this, until your ' father ^ 
returns or we have definite news concerning him, I stand 
ke& parentis as we lawyers phrase it, or, in plain English, 

I take his place until you are of age.’^ 

The girl was- silent, pondering. “And suppose-— •! 
wanted~to get married,’^ she said slowly. ** Your , consent 
would be nece^ary ? ” 

The shrewd old eyes under the bushy brows twinkled a 
little. “I am afraid that is so,’’ he admitted. “ The will 
specially provides for such a contingency, and, failing my 
consent, your inheritance is reduced to a small annual 
income. What reason your father had for inserting that clause 
I cannot say, but apparently he regarded it as important” 

Again the girl was silent She had vaguely thought of 
marriage with Bartholomew as a means of ousting Severn 
from the position of authority he had assumed, if all else 
failed. Had the clause been directed at the owner of the 
Bar B ? Her father had always been friendly with the big 
man, but she had begun to suspect lately that he did not 
like him. 

“ If you are concerned about the conduct of the ranch, 
you need not be,” the Judge remarked. “You have a 
good foreman,” 

“ I don’t like him,” Phil said bluntly, “ He acts as if 
the place belonged to him.” 

“ He represents the owner, and he’s there to give orders,” 
Embley reminded her. ^ 

“ Yes, but not to me,” the girl retorted hotly. 

“ Has he done so ? ” the Judge queried. 

The girl^ hesitated, “Well, no, not exactly,” she 
admitted. “ but he refused to obey my instructions.” She 
related the ificident regarding the steers Bartholomew had 
asked /or, ^ 
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He was entirely ■ right/’ the old man said gravely* 
'‘Those beai!:s represent a large. sum of money for which 
his employer would hold^ him responsible. Why should he 
hand them over, on the bare word of a stranger? I am. 
fairly, conversant" with your father’s affairs, arid I know of 
no debt to this man Bartholomew. I may telLyou that I 
recommended Severn , to your father, and I am pleased to 
find that he is justifying my confidence.” 

' His tone was kindly, but in it there was a note of 
determination which told her that it would be useless to 
suggest the foreman’s dismissal, as she had been on the 
point of doing. The astute old lawyer had divined this, 
and had cleverly saved both her and himself the pain of a 
refusal Also, his reference to Bartholomew had made it 
plain that he did not entertain a high opinion of the owner 
of the Bar B ranch. Bitterly aware of a fruitless errand, 
she stood up to go | the Judge misread her doleful expression. 

“ Now, my dear, don’t assume the worst,” he said. “ I 
am having inquiries made in all the outlying towns, and I’ve 
no doubt we shall hear of your father before very long. 
Come or send to me if you are in any difiiculty, and— you 
can trust your foreman.” 

Larry had a very silent companion on the ride back to the 
ranch, and in truth the girl had plenty to occupy her thoughts. 
She had set out in the morning full of hope that the Judge 
would be able to establish her authority and set her masterful 
foreman in his place, or, better still, out of it, and instead he 
had only given her a fuller realisation of her helplessness. 
Mainly the visit had been a gesture of revolt against Severn, 
and it failed! Her heart grew hot within her at the thought 
of this cool, confident stranger controlling her and her 
property. At least hS should get no help from her, and 
Bartholomew was on her side and would know how to deal 
with: 'him..*":. . " . . 

When the owner of the Bar B came oter on'^the following 
morning, she told him enough of her conver^tion with the 
Judge .to let him understai!d her position, and though he 
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concealed his chagrin fairly wellj he was frowning heaYily 
when she finished. . ^ ^ ■ 

** Wonder why yore dad put that old fool Embley in the 
saddle ? ” he speculated. ‘‘ There’s somethin’ funny behind 
all this. We gotta watch out, girl 5 it may be a frame-up.” 
“ How do you mean ? ” she asked. 

** Well, I don’t say it’s so, but listen to this,” the rancher 
replied. “ Embley draws up yore father’s will an’ gets 
himself made executor an’ yore guardian. Stevens is rubbed ' 
outj . an’ he introduces Severn. Then yore dad ■ vanishes , 
an’ Embley an’ Severn get control o’ the best ranch in the 
county. Say, I’m bettin’ yu can’t marry without the Judge’s 
consent, eh ? ” 

Not until I’m of age,” the girl admitted. 

I knew it,” Bartholomew cried. ** Damn ’em, they’ve 
got every hole stopped. Don’t yu see how it all fits in ? 
When they’ve got control o’ the ranch, Severn makes up to 

yu ” The girl smiled wryly^ and he guessed her 

thought. “ Don’t make no mistake — some men think the 
only way to attract a woman is to hold her off an’ ride her 
on the curb. I’ll lay the Judge would say * yes ’ to that 
proposition fast enough, but we won’t give him the chance, 
eh, Phil ? We’ll beat Mister Severn in spite o’ the stacked 
deck. How’s he fixed for funds ? ” 

“ He’s selling four-score head to Ridge.” 

“ When is he sendin’ ’em up ? ” 

“ The day after to-morrow,” 

“ Good enough,” the big man grinned. ** That’ll give 
me time to put a little crimp in his plans.” 

She did not ask what he intended to do j sfie suspected 
that he would in some way prevent the delivery of the cattle, 
so that Severn would not get the casTi he would be needing, 
but her resentment against the man made her blind to the 
feet that she might be working in opposition to her own 
interest. BartholcJknew’s specious reasoning had so poisoned 
her mind thac she was ready to believe in the reality of the 
vile plgt he had outlined, and to^o anything to circumvent it. 


CHAPTER VI 


A soili» 5 folded scrap of paper of the kind a storekeeper 
might use to wrap up a parcel, and on it, pencilled in rude 
capital letters, the following message : 

“ If yu take the X T herd through Skull Canyon 

yu’ll lose it — A Friend.” 

Severn had found it thrust under the door of his shack on 
the morning of the second day after PhlPs visit to Desert 
Edge. Sardonically he wondered as to the identity of the 
unknown “ friend.” Was it an attempt to delay the 
delivery of the herd, or to force him to choose another 
route ? Thrusting the warning into his pocket, he went to 
the bunkhouse in search of Darby. 

Is Skull Canyon on the trail to the X T ? ” he asked, 
watching the man closely. 

Shore — ^bout halfway,” was the reply, “ The trail to 
Ridge’s takes a turn there, an’ cuts into the rough country 
around the lower slopes o’ the Pinnacles, She’s good enough 
goin’ allasame,” 

Tell the boys we’ll make the drive to-morrow ’stead o’ 
to-day,” Severn said. 

One day’s good as another, I guess,” the man replied, 
and his expiTession told the foreman nothing. 

Severn nodded, got his horse, and followed by Quirt, rode 
away on the northern trail j he meant to have a look at the 
ground himself. The X T was twenty miles from the 
Lazy Mj'^and for nearly half the distan<5e the trail passed 
over the open range 5 then, as Darby had said, it took a turn 
and plunged into a network of low wooded slof)es, ridges and 
ravines. It was, however, well-defined, wide and practicable 
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for cattle, being in fact, the route used by Ridge when he 
drove his herds to Desert Edge* ^ 

Severij had left the open, country, and was passing through 
a shallow basin, when from a point in the brush covering the 
upper rims came a ballooning jet of smoke followed by the 
flat report of a rifle, and a bullet whistled viciously past his 
ear* Instantly he swung his' horse, raced up the opposite 
slope, and dived into the undergrowth, followed by another 
bullet, which clipped the brim of his hat Dismounting, he 
tied the animal where a questing shot would be unlikely to. 
find it, ordered the -dog 'to lie down, and, taking his rifle, 
made his way back to the qpen. His face was grim, and 
promised little mercy for the bushwhacker. Flinging 
himself at full length in a slight hollow, he poked his rifle 
forward and fired at the spot the shots had come from, 
which he had taken care to mark down. An answering 
shot from a point ten yards away showed that the unknown 
assailant was taking no chances. 

Still there, huh ? ” Severn grunted. Well, friend, 
we’ll try a little trick on yu. P’raps yu ain’t so smart, 
after all.” 

Wriggling backwards until he was able to stand up 
without disturbing the foliage, he went and fetched the rope 
from his saddle. Tying one end to the root of a small, thick 
bush, he crept away and lay down, rifle cuddled to his cheek 
in readiness to fire* Then with his right hand he twitched 
the rope, shaking the bush to which it was attached. 
Instantly a shot came from across the basin, and with the 
speed of thought itself he pumped three bullets into the 
thinning smoke, aiming each a shade to the^left of the 
preceding one. No reply came, and he shook the bush 
again without eliciting any. SuspecRng that the other man 
might have tumbled to the ruse and be playing a trick on 
him in turn, he fey quiet for a while, and then Hred again. 
Nothing ha^penec^ and Severn got up and went to his 
horse. 

I ^either got him or scarc!^ him off, Quirt,” he said. 
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“ 'Well go an® secj but not bein’ of a confidin’ nature^ wc’U 
go cautioiis-iike.” 

Leading- the horse through the brushy he skirted' round 
the' basin until he came to the spot from whence the-ambushcr 
' had last fired. A horse tied to a tree whJhnied as they 
approached^ and a dozen yards away a man lay, face down- 
wards and arms asprawl, behind -a dump of brush. ' In the 
upturned heel of one boot was a cross formed , with nails. 
Turning the body over, Severn saw that it was Ignacio. 
A bullet had perforated his throat. 

Masters was right, an’ I kinda thought it my own self,” 
Severn muttered. “Well, yu won’t go rattler-huntin’ no 
more, yu coyote. Wonder if yu was layin’- for me, or it 
yu just grabbed Mister Opportunity ? ” 

Methodically he searched the dead man, but found only a 
few coins, some tobacco, and a scrap of paper. Half of this 
had been torn away, but on the remainder he read the words : 

“ . . . yore last chance. I got no use for Bunglers. 

The Mask.” . 

“ Huh ! Seems I may ’ve been steppin’ on the toes o’ 
these folk without knowin’ it,” Severn commented. “ He 
didn’t oughta used that capital B, ’specially when he makes 
’em thataway.” 

Putting the paper carefully in a pocket, he picked up the 
ambusher’s rifle. It was a Winchester repeater, and on 
one side of the stock were the letters P. M., made of tiny 
silver nails driven into the wood. 

“ Philip Masters,” muttered the finder. “ Now how in 
Hades diefthe Mexican get this ? ” 

He examined the dead man’s pistol and found that it was 
a *45. In all proba^lity Masters used a *44, which would 
take the same cartridge as his rifle. *Seyern shook his head 
dubiously; he did not like the look ^ things. With a 
puzzled frown he mounted and contfnued iiis journey to 
Skull Canyon. He soon recognised it — ai deep, narrow 
guich, with sharply-sloping, rocky sides covered with clpmps 
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of stunted shrubs. It was an ideal spot to waylay the herd 
for the cattle could not spread, there was plenty of cover for 
the attacj^ers, and practically none for the attacked. One 

glance was enough ; the foreman turned his horse and rode 
slowly back. 

That evening, in the seclusion of his own quarters, he 
told Larry of the days events, omitting the name of the 

friend’s comment was characteristic. 
Well, they say fools is lucky,” he said. 

They must be, or yu would V been wearin’ wings long 

ago, Severn retorted. ® ® 

“ Tito shots at yu in the open, an’ missed,” Sunset went 
T u jumpin’ when he fired the second ” 

other » l' 1 ° 

^ bushwhacked there, neither ” 

U yu reckon Stevens an’ Masters did ? ” asked Larrv 
sarcastically. 

“ Masters may turn up again,” the foreman stated, 
tnough without much conviction in his tone. 

Setcha fifty he don t,^^ said Larry eagerly* 

Severn looked at him reproachfully. “ Yu make 
think of old ‘Betcha ’ Brown~a chap I knew in Tucson,” 
he said.^ He d gamble on anythin’— mad about it. If yu 
wouldn t bet his way, he’d turn round an’ bet yourn— any 
old how yu liked. It finished him.” ^ ^ 

“How come?” asked Larry, beguilei^nto interest by 
joteman s serious demeanour. ^ 

“Brown got considerable shot up one day, an’ when 
Adams, the sawbones, had patched him up, he says, ‘ I’m 
.retq. hd. d„., J,. .Qi, yo’rJ’M/,;, 
:hrough, replies Adams. ‘ Betcha five hundred I don’t ’ 

bm T reckons it’s a shore 

hing an takes him up, fcnowin’ he ain’t hurt too terrible 
m figurin a ma« wiU do his best to save his 'own life 
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scratched : hisself ^baldheaded /t^^^ to find new wap 
treatin’ him^ All the towii' is bettin’ on the struggle. ' The' 
weeks string along an’ there ain’t no result Onp day the 
■ patient perks up an’ the doc thinks he’s winnin’ ^ the next 
he’s wussj an’ thC' doc’s in despair.- Yessir, fhat medico h 
shorely worn to a shadow. But it ain’t no use, an’ ^one 
mornin’ when he calls. Brown looks at him with a glint of 
a smile an’ says, ‘ Doc, I’ve give yu a run for yore money, 
but I’m down to my last chip, an’ I gotta collect on that bet.’ 
An’ he passes out, right then. To this day Adams reckons 
he’d have saved him but for the bet; old Brown couldn’t 
resist the chance to win a wager. It shore oughta be a 
lesson to yu, Sunset.” 

The drawling voice ceased, and the listener looked at his 
friend in open admiration. *‘Yo’re wastin’ yore talents 
thumpin’ beef,” he said. Yu oughta be a politician. If 

I could lie like yu— ” He went off at a tangent ** Did 

yu know that bushwhackin’ skunk ? ” 

Yeah, it was Ignacio,” was the reply. 

Larry whistled. “ S’pose yu left him there,” he 
suggested. 

No, I put him where he helped to put yore dad, an’ cut 
a coupla notches on the tree,” Severn said. ‘‘That’ll get 
’em guessin’.” 

“ Tally two for the 4B,” the boy said caustically. “ I’m 
thankin’ yu, Jim.” 

“ Shucks ! He was shootin’ at me,” the foreman 
reminded him. “ What yu got to tell me about the outfit ? ” 

“ I reckon they’re all pretty straight bar one — that fella 
Geevor, j^st in from ridin’ the line. He’s one o’ Bart’s 
men, an’ Pve seen him afore^ Severn nodded under- 
standingly. “ How fliany yu takin’ to-morrow ? ” 

Six, includin’ myself; oughta be enough to swing a 
little he^ like that.” ■ ^ ^ 

“ Then yu ain’t lookin’ for trouble ^ 

“ Certainly not— never had to yet ; it all^s finds me.” 

A reminder that an easrly start had to be made in the 
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“ Bloomin’ clam,” he muttered disgustedly. “ But he’s 
got an ace in the hole all right, I’ll betcha.” 

Soon after daybreak the drive started, Severn gave 
instructions to the cattle were to be permitted to go their 
own pace, being merely kept on the move; he did not 
want the beasts tired in case it should be necessary to push 
them hard towards the end of the journey. With such a 
stol herd and an easy trail, he reckoned on reaching the 
X r during the afternoon. Mile after mile dropped behind 
incSent”^ "early half the distance was accomplished without 

A couple of miles from Skull Canyon Severn called a 
halt for rest and a meal. When the journey was resumed, 
the foreman, riding ahead, turned into a growth-cluttered 
gu ly almost at right angles to the trail they had been 
following, Geevor, stationed on the left front of the herd 
spurred across. ’ 

. this ain’t the way,” he cried. “ The trail 

to the X T goes nght through Skull Canyon.” 

r J- ''ri ^ Geevor,” the foreman 

^fore his own ^ 

“ Well, it’s yore say-so, but this is one hell of a place to 
get^cows through, ’ came the sullen retort. 

Yu think Skull Canyon would ’a’ been easier, eh ? ” 
Severn asked meaningly, ^ 

The man muttered something about its being an open 
trail, and sutoed. The next few miles jJtified his 
criticism, for the cattle had to be driven over ground bristling 
with natural obstacles. Dense undgrgrowth, thickets of 
young trees, strean^ rocky ridges and declivities aJL had to 
te overcome, and riie nders had their work cut out to hold 
the herd togetSier. They had got over the worst of it and 
emerged into am open, grassy stretch when two pistol shots 
rang out, and Severn turned to fee Geevor staring stupidly 
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at the sm<#:iBg gun, he' was holding. Angrily, he rode 
ofcr. 

What’s the big idea ?” he asked. ' ‘‘Tryin’ t<J stampede , 
the herd^ huh.? ” ■, „ ^ ■ 

Gun wasn’t ' ridin’ easy, so I pulled her out an’ blame 
me if she don’t' go ojff,” the cowboy explained. ■ ** Dunno 
how it happened.” 

The foreman had to be content with the explanation, 
though he felt convinced that the shots had been purposely 
fired. Was the fellow in league with the bandits ? It was 
more than likely, and Severn gave the word for more speed. 

He kept a watchful eye on Geevor, and presently noticed 
that the man’s horse was limping. 

“ Hoss has gone lame 5 I’ll have to catch yu up,” the 
rider said sullenly. 

The foreman bit on an oath. “ Yu’ll stay with us, 
Geevor,” he replied acidly. “ If yu keep yore toes outa his 
elbows the boss’ll soon get over his lameness.” 

« I ain’t—” 

“ Straight — I know it,” Severn cut in. “ When we get 
back to the Lazy M, yu can drift, but for now, yu stay with 
the herd.” 

The shifty eyes again wavered and dropped. Geevor 
had a certain amount of animal courage, but he knew when 
he was facing a better than himself, and the man who had 
tackled Bull Devint with his bare hands was not one to 
gamble with. So for the rest of the drive he did his work, 
and soon, as Severn had predicted, his mount ceased to limp. 

After about three miles, the detour they had taken 
brought them back to the trail again, and to the X T ranch 
without further difijf ulty. Then only did the foreman ^ 
explain to his men his reason for the extra labour they had ^ 
been 

Mebbe it was a false alarm, boys,^but I, couldn’t afford 
to take the chance,” he said. “ Fm shore obliged to yu foi 
puttin’ it through,” ^ * 

Ridge, a bulky man of middle-age, with a broad, leather* 
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worn face, met them outside an empty corral, /looked over 
and county the herd, and invited Severn to adjourn to the 
house, arthe same time telling two of his men to make the 

Visitors welcoine. ■' 

The foreman had a last word. “ When yu boys have 
fed yore faces yu can start for home,” he said. “I’ll be 
follenn later.” And to Larry, “ Come to the house an’ 
tell me when yo’re ready to go.” 

.. rancher’s buxom, comely wife met them at the door. 

Come right m, Mr. Severn,” she greeted. “ Supper’s 
most ready, an’ I reckon yo’re hungry.” 

“ I think I could eat a boss, ma’am,” Severn smiled. 

^Good for yu,” she replied. “ I alius say that men as 
don t eat, don t work. No news of Masters, I s’pose ? ” 
And when the visitor shook his head, “ It must be terrible 
for that pore child. I want Ted to drive me over, but we 
don t seem to get no time j I do believe the days shorten as 
yu grow older.” ^ 

“Yu didn’t oughta be noticin’ that yet, Mrs. Ridge ” 
Severn said, and was promptly told to go on with his nonsense, 
by whichj of course, the lady meant that he was to stop. 

The meal over, the two men adjourned to the “ parlour ” 
^ settle their business. This did not take long, and then 
Ridge said suddenly : ^ 

“ 

“ It has got me guessin’, bm I ain’t lost hope yet,” 
Severn replied. In the meantme I’m doin’ the b^t I 

OLTl. 

” the othdr offered. 

said, and then, casually, 
W hat s yore opinion o’ Bartholomew ? ” 

Kl the ranchej>=eturned 

Wundy. He s Joo uppity whatever, an’ too d"^ greedy. 

Heard yu called his nand the day yu come,’^ ^ ^ 

Severn grirified as he rc-visioned the discomfiture of Bart ' 
and hif^ three riders, ® 
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He wa^ four-flushin’ , an’ I had' a pair,” he said^ 
'suggestively tapping the butts of his- guns. Has he -got 
everybody in that town tamed ?■” . , -. 

■ He has not,” said Ridge brusquely. ■ "He’s got most 
of ’em scared, but there’s some who’d admire to see Mister 
■ Bartholomew take a tumble. Have a talk with Bent,, an’ 
count me in on any play yu think o’ makin’.” 

Severn was expressing his thanks when Larry came to 
say the men were about to start. He drew his foreman aside. 

‘VFm agoin’ to stay an’ ride back with yu,” he said. 
** Itain’t safe for yu to be projectin’ about here on yore own.” 

Yu’ll do as yo’re dam well told an’ go with the others,” 
the foreman replied. “When I want dry-nursin’, PIl let 
yu know. What time did Geevor go ? ” 

“ Who told yu ? Well, it’s a good guess, anyways,” said 
Larry. “ ’Bout half an hour back he slid out, an’ we ain’t 
seen him since.” 

“ Take care o’ this — it’s the money for the herd,” Severn 
went on, handing him a roll of bills. 

The boy bestowed the cash in a pocket ” Jim, it’s a 
risk,” he said soberly. 

“Life’s full of ’em,” Severn said lightly. “Now run 
along, little man, an’ keep yore mouth as near shut as yu 
can get it.” 

Larry’s retort, heard only by his foreman, was neither 
respectful nor complimentary. 

Less than an hour later, Severn also set out for the Lazy M. 
His chat with Ridge had cheered him, for it showed that 
Bartholomew’s hold was not so complete as he had feared. 
Though he felt that the X T owner could be trusted, he 
did not tell him of the slaying of Ignacio, and the finding of 
Masters’ rifle j he was playing in a risky game, and wanted 
to be sum^ every step before he took it. Later on he had 
reason to wish he had been more confiding. 

^ He took the trail by which they had brought the cattle, 
but this time he did not worry about detours, Tiding straight 
for Skull Canyon. He did not hurry, and it was darKwhen 



64 THE,: LAW o’ THl LAEIAT •* 


he reached the. dismal defile. ■ Siaddenlj two<^hadows slid 
from behind a great boulder on the edge of the trails and he^ 
heard a hoarse command ; 

. ** Stick ’em up, frontOj an’ climb off’n that brone ! ” 

Peering through the gloom' Severn could make out that 
two men, wearing white masks, had their pistols, trained on 
him. With a' grin they could' not see, he raised his'' hands, 
and kicking his feet free of the stirrups, flung one leg over 
the horse’s' head and slid to the ground. Instantly one of : ^ 
the hold-ups advanced a step and said : 

** Gough it up.” 

Meanin’ ? ’’ Severn asked. 

‘*The mazuma Ridge paid yu for the steers, o’ course,” 
was the reply. 

The Lazy M man laughed aloud. I ain’t got it, 
friend,” he said quietly. ‘‘One o’ my men carried thati 
yu mighta seen ’em pass.” 

Bah ! he’s lyin’ j go through him, Slick.” 

** Ain’t yu got no sense at all ? ” snarled the man addressed, 
adding a savage curse. 

“ I said go through him slick — meanin’ don’t waste time,” 
said the other quickly, and the prisoner laughed again. 

“ Clever fella,” he jeered. ‘‘ Who told yu I’d have the 
money — Geevor ? ” 

■‘No,” was the unthinking reply, and then, “Never 
heard of him,” 

“ Another afterthought — yo’re pretty good at ’em, ain’t 
yu ? ” Severn bantered. 

The man gritted out an oath, and sheathing his gun, 
made a rapid but thorough search of the prisoner, while the 
other man stood by with levelled revolver. Not finding the 
plunder, he turned his attention to the horse, with a like 
result 

“ It ain’t heref ’^he said disgustedly. 

“ I done "told yu that already. Mister Afterthought,” ^ 
Severn said. I reckon yu can’t be in the habit of associatin’ 
with Kuthful men:” 
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The goaded searcher snatched out his gun and thrust it 
into' his captive’s face. ‘‘One more yap' outa yu an’ I ’I! 
blow yu four ways to onct,” he threatened. ^ 

But this was where he made a slip. Severn’s elbows had 
been dropping imperceptibly during the search and now, 
with an upward and outward fling of his left hand, he was 
■ able to knock the gun muzzle wide, and at the same' moment 
Ms right list, with a stiff, short-arm jolt, thudded into that 
centre of nerves and tissue known to scientists as the solar 
plexus. Under that paralysing blow the recipient doubled 
up like a hinge and went down gasping in agony. His 
companion fired but missed, and Severn, grabbing his own 
gun, drove a bullet into him before he could pull trigger 
again. One leap landed him in the saddle, and he was 
pounding through the canyon before the bandits realised 
what had happened to them. 

“ Yu see,” he explained to Larry that evening, when the 
latter came to hand over the money, “ Geevor’s anxiety that 
we should go through Skull Canyon made me suspect him. 
When his gun went off twice by accident, I felt pretty shore 
it was a signal, an’ when his boss goes lame so’s he can have 
an excuse to fall behind, I knew. I figured he’d slip away 
early an’ tell his friends I was goin’ back alone, an’ havin’ 
missed the herd, they’d lay for me to get the dollars. They’d 
never suspicion I’d trust one o’ the men with the roll, so 
they’d let the outfit go by. It worked just like I played 
it would.’ 

Larry shook his head, “ Yo’re a cunnin’ little fox, ain’t 
yu ? ” jhe said. “ Allasame, some day yu’ll buck Old Man 
Chance onct too often.” 

The foreman told no one else of his adventure, but 
somebody must have tilked, for the outfit got to know of itj 
and thQb..^reman’s reputation did not suffer in consequence. 
On the flowing morning, Severn foui?d Geevor talking 
with Miss Masters, 

What became o’ yu last night, Geevcfr ? # he asked. 

“ I started afore the rest,'*thinkin’ my hoss might ^o l^^me 
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CHAPTER VII 


The boss of the Bar B dropped into a chair, lit up a cigar^ 
and surveyed his surroundings with savage disgust. It was 
essentially a man’s room, and the bare floor, clumsy furniture, 
‘ and litter of saddles, guns, ropes and other paraphernalia of 
the range contrasted unfavourably with the corresponding 
apartment at the Lazy M. Old Robbie, a cowpuncher who 
had got too terribly stove up in a stampede to ride again, 
could keep house after a fashion, but he had not the instincts 
of a home-maker. Hitherto the matter had not troubled 
Bart 5 when he married, they would live at the Lazy M, 
but to-day that event appeared somewhat remote. And it 
had all seemed so easy j everything was coming his way 
until the advent of the new foreman and the disappearance 
of the owner had put a new complexion on matters. He 
knew well enough why that marriage clause was in the will. 

“ He’s outguessed me, blast him, ’V he muttered, and the 
curse was directed at the missing rancher. 

His meditations were interrupted by the entrance of 
Penton, the one man of his outfit who was admitted to a 
measure of familiarity. A thin-faced, sour-looking fellow^ 
with clamped lips and small, ruthless eyes which read the 
bigger man’s expression at a glance. Flinging his hat on 
the table, he sat down, 

“ What’s eatin’ yi^ Bart ? ” he enquired, and then, 
“ I saw the Masters girl in Desert Edge.” 

She- %2^t to see Embley, actin’ on instructions she found 
in her father’s papers,” Bartholomew exg>l 5 ined. “ The old 
^ fool’s made the Judge her guardian, an’ she can’t do a thing 
without his consent.” ^ 

Penton whistled, That postpones yore nuptiak quite 
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a piece, don’t it?” he queried “Wh * / 

takes a^chance ? ” ^ happens if she 

■he odrer " fhe'Ti?:"™’ "'I 
“ hn‘1 out an^kV ” L’S“"' 

Pej»'SPw“'’ 'k“ «0»'> We 

^ news, sneered his emolnvfar ** *v j*j * 
yu come from me, did yu ? ” P ^ Yu didn t say 

he Seven. 

Severn hilel?^^ L ‘"fo>-mation nearer home-from 
n niTOelt, an bows me out, grinnin’ like a cat- » 

there by a straneer out 

know what fSS is Severn. Yu 

was no one else H?f ^ hisself if there 

when Severn knocks him'di^^ ^ tuckus in the Cactus, an’ 

Of hk Fa^I ,r 

^ g“n an’ gets what he’d 

an’ j ‘ “ore than 

Pe^gJ^ «lt; ashed, hut ' 

dunuo Sf r ;''' Pl«»- 

the owner — (Jisappeared.”' ® ha’nted since 

** W«ll j:a_u j.., ^ " 

man said 
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an’Mt was daylight anyways,’’: Penton said sbwly, 

, The big cottonwood is bearin’ .. fruit agin~there : was a 
body hangin’ from ^ the same old branch, an’ when f got it 
down I found it was Ignacio; he’d been, shot ip the throat 
■an’ then strung, up. , ■, Odd, ain’t it ? ” 

Black Bart ground out an oath of surprise. 

Yeah, an’ on the trunk o’ the tree there’s two notches, 
new cut, over the Forby brand,” added Penton. “Now 
Fallan an’ the Greaser were in that business, an’ there’s five 
of us left, yu, me, Darby, Devint, an’ Geevor, Fm 
wonderin’ which of us the next notch’ll be cut for.” 

The rancher laughed harshly. 

“ Bah, yo’re losin’ yore nerve an seein’ things, Pent,” he 
said. “Ten years ago : why, somebody’s bound to get 
bumped off in that time. As for the Greaser, he warn’t 
no"Ways popular, though I’ll admit it’s curious the chap who 
downed him should have picked on that particular tree as a 
gallows. Now, see here, that can wait ; we got somethin’ 
bigger to think of, I hear that Severn took his herd 
through to Ridge an’ got back with the cash, so there he is 
firm in the saddle at the Lazy M, with authority an’ money 
to carry on. What we goin’ to do about it ? ” 

Penton was silent for a while, his cold eyes, half-lidded 
like a reptile’s, staring vacantly at the wall. Presently he 
spoke, and from his tone no one would have supposed that 
he was suggesting the murder of a feIIow«creature. 

“ Put Shady on to him — he’s fast with a gun an’ he ain’t 
known in Hope, so we needn’t to show in it,” he advised. 

“ He’s fast all right, but I doubt if he could beat Severn 
to it on an even break, an’ we don’t wanta lose Shady,” 
Bartholomew objected. 

“ Who said anythin’\bout an even break ? ” queried the 
other cos^lly, “ Shady can frame him ; we’re strong enough 
in town to see that he makes his getaway.’^ 

The Bar B owner pondered on the proposition, his face 
set in a savage sneer. His decision was soon made. 

“ Reckon yo’re right,” h? said. “ I’ll fix it, an’ m the 



hZT r « . ir * T he’s a Strang 

Vm[ y“> medicme for yu an’ me, « 

1 11 reel a heap easier when he’s buzzard-meat ” 

d’yu do with the Greaser’ 

remainders ? Bart asked. 

“ Dropped ’em in a deft, way oif the trail, where they 
be found. We don’t want no enquiries.” was t'- — " ^ 

Black Bart nodded his 


- - „ - won’t 

enquiries,” was the callous reply 
agreement, and Penton left him. 

* * 

It was late in the afternoon when Severn and 
into Hope and pulled up in front of the bank. T„.. 
was carrying a sum of about two thousand dollarel and 
to rid himself of the r~ — - - 

of a I 

errand, the former attended to the 

Rapson was an Easterner, and had never been able 
acclimatise himself. ’ " 

. 7 — - jLIi; 

trock-coat, shiny bald head and specta^^es 

the appearance of a parson down on iiis luck, 
transaction was concluded, Severn 
town, and the banker immediately 
“ As a business man, * " 
never to take part in any local 
cannot afford to. 

are at the disposal of any reputable 
He pujffed out his chest as he 
these sentiments, and Larry smothered a 
It tickled him to death to hear 
termed “dictionary stuff” i 
awaited the volley of high-flown language he 
^ Severn sold him, 

“ I reckon yo’re right, seh,” was all he said. 

Barton swore disgustedly as they emerged. « Cuss the- 
fgllaj^ yu never can tell what he’s liable to do.” 


Lariy rode 
The foreman 

•L-t- wished 

r^onsibihty. The bank staff consisted 

a mamger^and an ^istant, and the latter being out on an 

visitors himself. Mr. 

. - r ’ ’ — to 

A Short, fat man, his wrinkled, black 
gave him rather 
When the 

leq, Severn began to chat about the 
nmediately declared himself. 

1 , Mister Severn, I make it a rule 
^y local controversy,” he stated. 
The facilities of this establishment 
person.” 

pompously gave vent to 
yelp of delight, 
someone hurling what he 

at his-sfriend, and he eagerly 
~ ' expected would 
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yoV6 referrin’ to that windbag, yoVe wrong/’" his 
companion replied, “ It’s a shore thing hell play safe 
every time.” ' 

Larry let it go at that and followed his foreman along the 
street to Bent’s Saloon. It proved to be empty of customers, 
but from behind the bar the proprietor smiled a wide 
welcome. ' 

Which I shore am pleased to see yu again, gents/* he 
laid, reaching for a bottle on a back shelf. That’s the 
brand I take my own self, an’ I think yu’ll like it How 
yu makin’ it at the Lazy M ? ” 

Severn sampled the liquor and pronounced it good before 
he answered the question. ‘‘Fine and dandy/’ he said 
easily. “ We ain’t had no trouble as yet” 

Bent slapped his thigh delightedly. “ Yo’re the fella I’ve 
dreamt of— the fella this town needs bad/’ he said. 

‘“One man can’t win agin twenty,’” Severn quoted 
with twinkling eyes. 

“Awright, I said it an’ I don’t take it back,” Bent 
grinned, “But the right fella, with a few good men to 
back his play, can win agin double the number, see ? ” 

“Shore,” Severn agreed. “How would Ridge of the 
XTdoforone?” 

“ Which I should say so,” replied Bent with evident 
enthusiasm. “ He’s as square as they make ’em, an’ he’s 
got friends. Y u seen him ? But o’ course yu have — ^yu 
got yore herd through j they was bettin’ three to one agin 
it at the ‘ Come Again.’ ” 

Severn digested this information in silence. Did the 
frequenters of Huger ’s know that an attempt would be 
made to lift the cattle, or were they gambling on the chance 
of the White Masks seizing the opportunity ? One thing 
was very clear — someone was keeping a sharp eye on what 
was happenii^ at the Lazy M. 

“Them bandits in the Pinnacles 8on’t ’pear to be 
'interfered with,” he remarked casually. 

“ Well, they ain’t bothereH Hope none as yet, an’ Xylar 
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the sheriff^ won’t never lose his eyesight lookiA’ for work^” 
the saloon-keeper replied, 

Fm leavin’ the findin’ of them good men to yu^” the 
Lazy M fo?^man said as they left the saloon. 

'**Theyll shore he on . hand when yu want ’em/’ Bent 
assured him. ' ‘‘ An’ they’ll come painted for war^ yu bet yu,” 
The adjacent store was the next place of call^ for supplies 
were needed at the ranch. The proprietor^ Callahan^ a 
dried-up little Irishman, looked at them with snapping eyes, 
■*‘' Yis, this is where Mister ■ Masters' alius bought,” he 
said, in answer to a question from the foreman. ; But IVe 
had orders not to sarve ye.” 

; . Severn ' stared at him. *‘Then Fd better go over to 
Winter,” he said, naming the other storekeeper. 



Callahan laughed. ** Shure, Bart owns him, lock, stock 
an’ barrel, an’ he’ll be after havin’ instructions too,” he 
countered. 

**Then the Desert Edge merchants are shore in luck,” 
the foreman retorted, 

** Aisy now,” smiled the Irishman, “ As I said, IVc 
had orders but divil a bit did I say I was goin’ to give anny 
heed to ’em. Bent is a good friend o’ mine, an’ Black 
Bart’s order not to supply yu was the first I ever had from 
him. Now, what’re ye wantin’ ? ” 

Severn detailed the various articles required, arranged to 
send in for them the following day, and the two men drifted 
out in search of a meal. In the course of it, Larry, after a 
long silence, made a casual comment 

This burg ain’t so composed o’ tame animiles as I was 
reckonin’.” 

** No, some has got ideas o’ their own,” his friend agreed. 

Muger’s saloon, the “ Come A^in,” was, for a small 
cow town, a place of luxury. Both the bar, which was 
also the portionnlevoted to the Goddess of Cliknce, and the 
dance hall were lavishly supplied with gilt mirrors, and there 
were pictures, mostly of women in various stages of undressf 
cn Ae walls ; the furniture good of its kind. A long 
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bafj plentifully stocked with an assortment of liquors^ faced 
the main entrance, and the intervening space was filled with 
tables and chairs. These were pretty well occupied when 
Severn entered — alone — and sauntered to the J)ar, Calling 
for a drink, he sipped it leisurely and looked about. 

He knew that his appearance had provoked comment, for 
he saw men whispering and glancing in his direction. The 
only one who did not seem to be interested was a young 
red-faced puncher who had entered almost on his heels, and 
now leaned against one end of the bar cuddling his glass as 
though it was a lost friend, although by the look of him the 
separation had not been a long one. At the other end, 
Black Bart was chatting with Penton and Martin, but the 
latter disappeared almost immediately. Severn was about 
midway between the solitary cowboy and the Bar B group* 

Idly he wondered how many of Bent’s good men ” 
were present. He did not quite know why he had thus 
invaded the headquarters of the Bartholomew faction 5 it 
was largely a gesture of defiance, a grand-stand play,” as 
he defined it in his own mind. He did not expect anything 
to happen, but there was a chance of picking up information. 
Larry, after a vigorous protest, had declined to accompany 
him, and Severn smiled to himself when he saw his friend 
sneak in. 

Men who spend their lives in an atmosphere of danger 
develop a kind of instinct which warns them when peril is 
present, and Severn had not been in the saloon very long 
before he divined that something was going to happen after 
all. Martin’s exit was not natural, for it made him appear 
cowardly, and he would not risk such an imputation without 
a good reason. Leaning sideways against the bar, Severn 
kept a wary eye on\he Bar B couple, arguing that any 
trouble would be likely to originate there. This was sound 
reasoning. But he was to learn that Bartholomew had depths 
he had not yet plumbed. Obsessed bylhe idea that he must 
watch Black Bart, he did not notice the entry of another 
customer, who slouched iri, greeted no one, and took up a 
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position at the bar behind, and only a yard or'two distant 

froiBj the Lazy M foreman* 

The newcomer was not unworthy of attention. Of 
medium height, his great breadth of body made him appear 
shorter than he really was. His attire was that of a range 
worker, and he wore two guns, low down on his hips, and 
tied. The long, claw-like right hand was burnt brown bv 
the sun, a fact instantly noted by Larry, who was scanning 
me reilow covertly but closely. 

“ I’ve seen him afore, some place,” he mused. “ Where’s 
he come from an’ what’s he doin’ here ? Dasn’t wear a 
glove on that right paw. He’s a killer, shore enough.” 

The man looked it. His heavy face, with knobbed 
muscles round the square jaw, colourless cold eyes, dirtv 
'r moustache, which did not conceal 

thin bps, conveyed an impression of soulless indifference 
repellent, nauseating, altogether inhuman. One conceived 
that this man migh t be capable of any crime, that he would 
regard the most poignant suffering with callous unconcern 
1 he drink he poured himself from the bottle pushed forward 
by the bar-tender was of modest dimensions, a fact the 
watching cowboy instantly noted. 

Larry called for a cigar, lit it with the inexpertness of one 
who has imbibed a shade too freely, and took a surreptitious 
peep around the room. 

“Who’s he after?” he muttered. “Bet m’self two 
dollare suthin s goin’ to bust loose ’fore long. Hello, here’s 
the sheriff ; mebbe that’ll cramp his game some.” 

^ Henry Tyler, his nickel star well in evidence, followed by 
Martin and another citizen, promptly joined the Bar B 
as though he had been waiting for them, Black 
for the baf; 

said to the dispenser of drinks, 
up at the counter, -Severn was 
along in order to give them room. 

stranger, of whose presence he ^ 
came t3ie tinkle of a smashed glass. 
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** Damn yu, yu clumsy cow-thumper. I’ll teach yu to 
keep yore hoofs to yoreself,” snarled a savage voice behind 
himj and he felt a hard, round object which he kne«v to be a 
gun-barrel jammed in the small of his back. One move 
an’ ril just naturally blow yu apart,” the voice continued. 

Severn stiffened 5 he knew he had been caught, and the 
rasping, metallic tone of the threat told him that it was no 
idle one 5 the least movement on his part would mean death. 
His eyes met those of Bartholomew, and noted the interest, 
mingled with a gleam of amusement, in the Bar B owner’s 
face. The whole room was now silent, tense j the flip of 
cards and rattle of poker chips had ceased, 

“ Don’t yu,” warned another voice, and there was no 
mistaking the menace in it. “ If that gun ain’t dropped 
when I’ve counted three, yu will be. One — two——” 

The stranger cast a hurried glance over his shoulder and 
saw that the speaker was the young cowpuncher. He had 
apparently got over his intoxication, for the gun in his hand 
was unwavering, the pale eyes were like chilled steel, and the 
lips clamped on the cigar gave him a ferocity oddly out of keep- 
ing with his age. The unknown’s gun clattered on the floor. 

** All right, Donj I’ve pulled his teeth, yu can handle 
him now,” said the man with the drop, but he did not 
lower his gun. 

Like a flash Severn turned, and, as he did so, his right fist 
came round and up, with all the impetus of his body 
movement behind it. The blow caught the stranger fairly 
on the left point of his jaw, lifted him clear of the ground, 
and hurled him, a senseless mass, on to a neighbouring 
card-table. The piece of furniture instantly became kindling 
wood, cards and chips went flying, and two of the players 
executed pretty back Somersaults. Severn stepped forward, 
his hands in close proximity to his guns. 

“ WhiclPPm shorely sorry, gents, to have busted up yore 
game thisaway,” he said. ** But yu ssl ^ how it was ; I had 
to hit him quick, an’ I couldn’t quite tell vrfiere he’d land. 
I’m finin’ myself the driniS.” ^ ^ 
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One of the players who had gone over backwards climbed 
to his feet again and grinned as he regarded the still 
unransctous disturber of the game. 

‘ ’S’all right,” he said. “A gent what gets a slug like 
that has gotta fall somewheres, ain’t he? We’ll have to 
find another table; that one is plumb ruined. What was 
yu sajfiV about drinks ? 

Severn smiled widely, gave an order to the bar-tender, and 
turned to face an angry sheriff. Tyler was not at any tiine 
m imposing person ; his bloated face and mean' eyes betrayed 
him for what he was— a blustering bully, 

^.Wharis yore idea ?'” he bellowed. Comin^ here 
a-disturbin’ the peace an’ knockin’ respectable folks about 
Fve half a mind — — ” 

_ “Yo’re flatterin’ yoreself, sheriff; I shouldn’t say yu 
had that much,” Severn retorted, and a snicker went round 
the room, which infuriated the officer still more. “O’ 
course, I didn’t know this fella was a friend o’ yores.” 

j. nothin’ — I never seen him afor^” the sheriff 

disclaimed, “ but I represent the law ” 

“Ain’t yu a mite late gettin’ into the game, sheriff? ” 
quened Severn sarcastically. “ When that fella had his gun 
ja^ed into my back yu gave a pretty good imitation of a 
gob or mud. Yu saw him jump me.” 

“I aw jM deliberately spill his drink an’ tromp on his 
tee^ the sheriff returned viciously. “ An’ if he’d beefed 
yu It would ’a’ served yu right.” 

_ Severn smiled at the circle of spectatore, which now 
included everyone in the room. 

« seen to, sheriff,” he aid. 

It 11 play yu a trick one o’ these days.” And then the 
mirth died out of his face. « I’ve seefi quite a few sherife an’ 
i^rehal^ but yo’re the worst specimen ever,” he aid acidly. 

What s the matter with this town that it has £5 go into the 
on ? ” ^ ^ poison toad like yu to hang a sar 

•Tlw officer’s face grew puipfe, his cheeb puffed out, and 
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his beady eyes snapped with rage until he actually suggested 
the reptile to which he had been likened. 

YoVe insultin’ an’ opposin’ the law,” he screamed. 

Shucks ! > I . ain’t opposin’ yu anyj; sheriff,” Severn 
protested. What yu want to do ? Set ’em up for the 
crowd? Well,: fly at it” ■ ■, 

This time the laugh was nearly general, for the official’s 
backwardness in buying anything at the bar was almost 
proverbial* In sheer desperation, Tyler’s hand went to his 
gun, and, in a tone he tried hard to make convincing, he said : 

Put up yore hands, I’m arrestin’ yu.” 

Severn, lolling easily against the bar, laughed in his face. 

“ Why, yu pore skate, I could blow yu to bits before yu 
could get that cannon out,” he jeered. “ See here, sheriff. 
I’ll make yu an offer. We’ll get a deck o’ cards — z new 
one — an’ have one cut each. The man who cuts the high 
card has first shot at the other from two paces — even yu 
couldn’t miss that far away. That’ll give yu an even break. 
What about it ? ” 

The sheriff’s face palpably lost some of its colour as he 
heard this amazing suggestion. He had made his bluff and 
the other man had called it. He swept a furtive glance at 
the onlookers, but could see nothing but eager curiosity. 
If he asked for help to arrest the puncher, he would probably 
die swiftly — Severn’s eyes had told him as much. On the 
other hand, the thing he would have called his soul shivered 
at the thought of staking his life on a cut of the cards. Fair 
as it undoubtedly was, the very cold-bloodedness of the pro- 
position appalled him. And he knew he would lose — one 
look at the mocking, satirical face of the challenger, radiating 
confidence, settled the issue. A loophole occurred to him. 

** Pretty cheap bluff, ^ he croaked. “Yu know dam well 
I can’t take yu up wearin’ this,” and he touched his badge 
of office. ’ ^ ^ 

“ It ain’t sewn to yore skin, is it ? ” (Queried the other, 
"^and then, “Well, I didn’t ^hink yu’d jump^at it, sheriff j 
sorta guessed yu’d find a hole to crawl into, but just to si^ I 
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warn’t bluffin’, the offer is open to any o’ yore friends--or 
He pointed to the senseless figure on the floor h..» t,;. 

That jasper’s a stranger to me, I fight mv own 
battles, my own way.” ^ my own 

“ So I’ve heard,” Severn commented, and his snpprin® 
smile conveyed anything but a compliment. “Tell that 
feUa when he comes round where he can find me,” he said 

wa£L“rjoot his bach, 

A little way out of town he waited, and presently Larrv 
came loping up. The little man cut short his thanfo. ^ 
othin to that, he said. “ It was a plain frame-up 
I was watchin an yu never touched the fella j he was there 
a-purpose, an he was sent for when they see yu come in 
I couldn t place him at once, but after yu handed out that 
^llop It came to me. His name’s Shadwell, but he’s 
generally known as Shady,’ which shore describes him to a 
dot Hes a gunman, an’ fast. Whyfor did yu make that 
fool offer to cut the cards ? S’pose the sheriff had took yu 
up ? It was an even break, the same as, if yo’re white, yu 
give a man when yu pull on him.” ^ ^ 

The foreman laughed. “ I knew he wouldn’t he’s 

ydlow right UirougV' he nJA •• I. 

An it am t quite the same as an ordinary gun play where 
there s dlus the chance o’ bein’ a split-second quickL’n the 
other fella. Cuttin’ the cards for first shot is a cold gamble 
live or ffie, an it wants a hell of a lot o’ nerve to sit into a 

I was ^kin at Bartholomew, are thinkin’ he oughta called 

me, an that s why I made the play. Yu thoulht I was 
just grand-standfn’^? ” ^ yougnt i was 

“ \ yu ^ bein’ the natural dam fool yu are an’ 

f" “"fece^iy risk,” c^e the blunt answer. 

'^ts the loss in prestige, Urry,” Severn pointed out, his 
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folce serious but his eyes twinkling. ** Yu gotta consider 
the' psychological ' aspect.** ' : 

^ Aw rightj professor, I pass,*' that young'xnan interjected 
hurriedly. What about proddin' that hunk o' crow’s meat 
yo*re astride off I *m hungry enough to eat a rattler — raw.** 

‘*VYo*re alius hungry,** the foreman told him. “ Eatin* 
an* sleepin* seem to be yore strong suits.” 

NeYertheless, he quickened his pace. Supper was a thing 
of the past when they reached the ranch, but Jonah rose to 
the occasion, and their wants were soon satisfied. Then 
Severn retired to his own quarters, leaving the outfit smoking 
and chatting in the bunkhouse. This was the moment 
chosen by Larry to tell of the downfall of the killer, and the 
subsequent abasement of the sheriif. He related the story 
well, and the laughter at the officer’s expense was long and 
loud 5 it takes a good man to be a successful, and a very 
good one to be a popular, sheriff. 

** I guess Tyler was some scared,’* Bailey grinned. 

** Scared ? *' echoed the narrator. “ Believe me, boys, he 
was shiverin’ so hard he nearly shook all the clothes off’n 
his back.’* 

This joyous exaggeration evoked another burst of merri- 
ment, and this time even Darby, who had been listening with 
a perturbed face, joined in, but he was soon serious again. 

“ Whatsa matter, old-timer f ** asked Linley, ‘‘Yu look 
like yu'd lost a dollar an' found two bits.” 

“ Darby don’t like to hear of his old boss bein’ set back a 
pace,” said Big Boy, who stood six feet out of his boots, and 
feared nothing on two legs or four. 

Darby shook his head, “ I don’t owe Bart nothin’,” he 
said, ** but I know him better than yu do. Severn’s made 
him eat dirt twice in public j he won’t never forget or 
forgive, an’ he’s got his own ways o’ gettin’ even. I reckon 
we all gotta leep cases on Jim, or this ranch’ll be shy a 
foreman agin.” ^ 

The chorus of consent to this made Larrf feel a good 
deal happier. ^ 


CHAPTER VIII 

To Phil Masters at the Lazy M ranch, the days came and 
went with leaden feet, and with the passing of each one, her 
hopes of again seeing her father grew fainter. With the 
exception of the time spent completing her education at an 
Eastern college, they had never been separated, and she could 
not conceive his being alive and allowing her to remain in 
Ignorance of the fact. Always he had been kind and 
tooughtful, even during that bad time eight years ago when 
her mother died. The loss had upset Philip Masters' 
baiances he drank and gambled heavily for a while and 
men, as suddenly as he had taken it up, he dropped his 
dissipation and devoted himself rigidly to his ranch. It was 
then that the fits of moody depression which had so changed 
him began. ^ 

So far as the ranch was concerned, work went on as usual, 
and she realised with some bitterness that the absence of the 
master was making no dilference. Severn seemed to get on 
well with the men, a fact of which she had actual proof one 
afternoon on her way from the corral. Passing behind the 
smithy, she heard someone humorously cursing a horse he 
was evidently shoeing, 

“ Stand still, yu damned animated bone-rack ! What 
yu think yu are a flickerin’ ballet-dancer ? ” came the 
peevish question. 

She recognised the voice for th^ of Linley, and then she ' 
heard the crunch of a Boot on gravel, and the slow drawl of 
the foreman. ^ 

Shucks now, ^Gentle Annie, that ain’t no sort o’ language 
for a lady tqt use. Why, even the boss is lookin’ ashamed!:’ 

* shame — he’s just layin’ for a chance to kick 
my brains out,” retorted the boy. 
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“ Huh, I should ’a’ thought he’d know better,” was the 
foreman s crypttc comment as he laughed and went on his 

“ Burn his ornery hide, he’s alius got one for y^,” Linley 
solilc^uised, and looked up to find Phil smiling at him. 

asked Linley— Gentle Annie?” she 

.. rP* furiously, and then he grinned. 

Its just a name Severn give me,” he explained. “ Catched 

me smgm a fool love song one mornin’. He’s awfiil good 

hl2f ^ a Pa«on. Barton got 

tiS^itff the same time, an’ it certainly 

A_ men^ vision of the young puncher’s rosy face tricked 
her into laughing, but she soon sobered, and said, rather 
severely, “I don’t think it is kind.” ratner 

.^^‘4 what’s a name, anyways ? ” he 
protested. It ain’t what a fella’s called, but what he is 
that matters, an’ I reckon it’s better to be joshed by a man 
as likes yu than cussed by one as don’t.” ^ 

f popular,” she said with a 
touch of sarcasm the young man did not detect. 

“ the boys know it,” he replied. 

He s got san^ an I m bettm that bum sheriff, Tyler, will 
step careful when he’s around in future.” > ^ t 

She asked what Severn had done to' the officer, and got 
the whole story of the happenings at the “ Come Again ’’as 
related by Barton, toned down— occasionally only in the 
mck of tim^by the narrator. Somewhat to thJ latter’s 
disgust, the listener betrayed no enthusiasm. 

He seems to be of a very quarrelsome disposition,” was 

her cormnent as/ she turnSd away. 

-r"’* beat.hell,” the boy muttered. “ Bet 

£« a"“ i" ’’ 

■ Phil walked towards the ranch-house, her mind full of 
resentment. Severn had scorM again, and over her friLi 
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scene-^^'Severn, with his mockinp- rtrmV i 

all to gamble with him for life £ death! * And sh"”? 

V , was fio hliiffj he would carry it tli[rou,e:h cuttinp- 
with a iest on his lm<i • npiijo, *.%, ^ wtting the cards 

»d Je„ r„ idfc, ^Id '”wu‘‘ 'rr" ■' '«»> 

r? empty but i„ one comer stood . Kitatr rS TT 

Heerd . 4 bebmd &r74 .IXtcXtS 
Did yu want to see me ? ” he asked. * 

replied!*’ ™ws,” she 

Sst s2n Se do££; hfjT 

mented ontL ^t ^ appreciably, and she com- 

smiled°°“ ff yu Soke feeS h i 'wonders,” he 

Q.?rt4°btted toltS’ “dV^” f 

the feeling of revolt aeaiSt%hp^ 

upon him. 

does it cLe S belhe!^? ‘ How 

»««PWly, but his face bctrayeif no emotion, though he vm 



inwardly cursing himself for not having put the weaoon 

where It would not be so easily seen. ^ ^ 

“ tI ^ j’” anticipating her next question. 

It was the day before I took the herd to the XT I was 

InM had d ^ cut down on me from cover 

;; y™ Sw £ , ■ ‘ i-i/” 

“ Shore. It was him or me.” 

conj “““ ^''■orriBed 

“The Mexican— Ignacio,” he told her. 

Igmcio And you suggest he killed my father ? ” she 

..Why y<,„ 

It don’t amount to anythin’— the Greaser mav ha«» 

found or stolen the gun,” Severn pointed out. “ /dkln’t 

want to worry yu/’ ^ ^ 

the^Wki^sw"^ pale and tense,Ter hands clenched until 
KrLfn beneath the skin, and her bie 

curl to stormy. His excuse brought a disfiguring 

“ I^n^t kn^””]* ^ question, 

where I left 

“ got it, of course,” she sneered. 

explab\”i:v™d"°"’^ touch anythin’ clothed. I can’t 

asked^irc^Sy."'^""' to believe this-story ? ” she 

' toned^*^’’ rdS his voice was hard and even- 

«^as set gn^y, but his eyes were soft. , ^ 

Ihe Princess continues to have no sorta use for 
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QuirV’ he said, scratching the dog’s head “ ' 
now I bumped off her daddy an’ I dunno as I bla 

navin^ a tough time. 

o. tifrnmg as she entered the ranch-house 
hcfei>r® 'ts hind-legs, enthusiastically end 

The brute ! ” she exploded, and it was ver 

thSe"musfr""® “ ®2«i>olomew‘ 

Sv Tn * conspir^y. Oh, if I find that m 

oaady, 1 11 never rest till he is hanged,” 


Aiic second warning arrived m 

^ . L ” 5:,rv:r„T£°" 

Hope. The paper and crude lettering were idenrll a 
«en wording hod a Bfce laconic ainjiariy foHt " 

“ If yu leave yore cash in the bank yu’ll lose it. 

A Friend/^ 

Severn pondered over it Whiit df/l iV i , 

rf w “ 5 a' 'h T'’- Kits 

fcr & „ p’in S 

He offered no explanation to the bank mana^pr Ii,.. 

it 10^^11 money in one-hundred-dollar bills thrust 

Jt mto his pocket and went along tS Benr’e c»„^™i L-_ i. 
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®* Sevem5 Fm shakin’ with yu,” he cried, extending a 
hand like a young ham. ** I just been bearin’ how yu threw 
another monkey-wrench into Bartholomew’s works. 

The foreman gripped and grinned. “I got a rooted 
objection to gun-barrels in my ribs,” he said. “ Fussy o’ me, 
p’raps, but there yu are.” 

It’s done Bart more harm than a public lickin’,” said 
Bent ** The whole town’s talkin’ about it As for Tyler, 
it’s made his life a misery 5 everybody’s askin’ him to cut the 
cards. What’s brought yu in agin so soon, Severn ? ” 

The Lazy M man showed them the warning, and told 
them of the other he had received. 

I dunno who sent it, or what the fella’s drivin’ at, but 
I’m playin’ it to win, like It did the first time,” he said. 
” Who’s back o’ that bank ? ” 

** Well, it’s called the Pioneer Banking Corporation, but 
I’ve a suspicion that’s just a fancy title an’ the real owner is 
Rapson, die manager,” Bent told him. “He’s been here 
some time an’ is reckoned straight. I got a bit there I don’t 
wanta lose.” 

“ Same here. I’m goin’ to follow yore hunch, Severn,” 
Ridge said. “ So the White Masks took a chance at yu, 

; eh?” ' 

“ Two fellas with their faces draped did, an’ that was all 
they took,” Severn smiled. “ Know anybody around here 
named ‘ Slick ” 

“ A chap called Slick Renny used to ride for Bart but he 
left the neighbourhood over a year ago,” Bent said, and 
Severn did not pursue the inquiry. 

“ Who does that old ruined cabin way up the creek to- 
wards the Bar B belong to ? ” he asked. “ Looks a likely 
location.” ^ 

“ That’s what the fella who built it thought — z nester o’ 
the name o’ ^orby — but he figured wro.ng,” the saloon- 
keeper said. “Yu see, Bart regards it as^n his range.” 

^ “ What happened ? ” 

“ Accordin’ to Bart, thef nester pulled his freight 
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Wned the shack outa spite, but some of us has other ideas 
There s fools ^ the place is ha’nted, an’ on’y a week or 
» ago, Oid SpiIkins coine bustin’ in here with the story Lt 
he d seen a bladder hangin’ another shadder on the big cotton- 
wood by the cabin, but he was middlin’ full o’ rye at the time 
an liable to see anythin’.” 

After the customary round of drinks the men separated 
and bevern, who had no other business in town, rode back 
towards the ranch. Despite the fact that he had plenty to 
occupy his mind, he found his thoughts constantly revertins 
to his employer’s daughter. She had been spoiled, of course 
but she had spirit, and that was one of the qualities he most 
admired m man or woman. Largely indifferent to his fellow- 
creatures’ opinion, he was surprised to discover that it chafed 
him to think that she should suspect him of making away 
with her father. He guessed that Bartholomew had hinted 
at something of the kind, and the finding of the gun in his 
room iiad emphasised it. 

That Masters was still alive he did n.t believe, though he 
had let the girl think otherwise; the finding of the rifle in 
the possession of Ignacio, coupled with the return of the 
horse and the blood-stained saddle, negatived any hope. 
Moreover, he argued that the missing man would surely 
have found some means of communicating with him. But 
dead or no, he was resolved to carry out Masters’ wishes and 
save the girl and the ranch from Bartholomew. 

“ Reckon it’s a straight fight between him an’ me,” be 
concluded. Wonder what the next move will be ? ” 

As he approached the Lazy M he could not hdp being 
impressed by the picture it presented in the bright sunshine. 

I he broad, grey-green slope, undulating in great waves like 
an earthen sea, rose gradually untif it reached the plateau 
where stood the ranch buildings; behind these was another 
stretch of range reaching to the broken country, out of which 
rose the Pinnacles,*their sides belted with black pine forests 
md crested w?th huge, jagged spires of bare rock, protruding” 
hic«^eeth from a giant jaw. If was a place to hold the heart 
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;of a man^ and he could understand Masters taking the most 
■ desperate of chances to retain it, 

■ He was within a few miles of the^ ranch when he tufne’d off 
the trail, heading for the southern boundary of the range, an 
area he had not yet explored. He found that the grazing, 
doubtless owing; to the nearness of the desert, was 'not so 
good I there were few cattle, and he saw none of the outfit* 
Realising that his mount was tired he took things easily, and 
did not reach 'the Lazy M until daylight was fading. Out- 
side the corral the men were unsaddling. Suddenly came the 
distant pound of hoofs and along the trail they could see a 
dark Mob which became rapidly larger. 

Won’t be that genf s fault if he’s late,” remarked Big 
Boy, as he watched the oncoming rider. He’s shore hittin’ 
her up a few.” 

‘‘ Why, it’s Gentle Annie ! ” cried Bones. “ Must be a 
man after her.” 

The burst of laughter this sally produced had but died away 
when Linley dashed up and pulled his pony to a sliding stop, 
the dug-in hoofs sending up clouds of dust 

** Anyone chasin’ yu. Gentle ?” queried Larry, and when 
the boy shook his head, he added f Well, yu needn’t to have 
hurried — supper ain’t ready yet” 

“ Yo’re a nice lot, ain’t yu ? ” Linley retorted, surveying 
the grinning faces around him, “Yu don’t deserve to 
know.’’ He leaned forward in his saddle and scanned them 
carefully* “ Wonder which of ’em was in it i ” he speculated 
aloud. ■ 

“ In what, yu — perfect lady ?” asked Bones, heading a 
concerted move upon the horseman. ■ 

Severn saw that the boy had news. 

“ Better spill it, Genie, ’fore they shake it out o’ yu,” he 
suggested. ; , 

Linley grii::^ed at his foreman and delivered his tidings 
with dramatic suddenness. “ The bank? at Hope has been 
^cleaned out an’ Rapson perforated,” he stated. ^ 

A chorus of exclamations and questions followed Jthc 



announcement, and in the midst of it came the clangour 

s beaten tin pan which was Toiiab’Q l 

™ awiMng Wi, .>S.Z. ■’ * “PP“ 

Come ®n, boys, Linley will give us the strai^he nf ;♦ 
-.hfc „e eav Severn »id, a„d & .he 4 

m of extraneous rnatter in the shape of com- 

ment and surmise, was as follows : Not lone after no^ 
colloquially known as “third drink-time “-^reestraS^ 
rode into Hope and pulled up at tiie bank, which ?as s2S 
S easternend of the street not far from the bridge over 
the creek. They were dressed in cowboy rig, wi| hat 
brims slouched down to conceal the ® k ™ 

M of .aflo. „h.-s w E 

They were well armed and mounted ^ tne tace. 

an Jfolt '^^ well-chosen, for the sun was doing its worst 

and fdk compel!^ to fkce its rays got under cover again 
with all speed. One or two citizens saw the strangers arfive 
but twk httle notice, and were not sufficiently inferested to 
watch their inovements. Had they done so they wS have 
^n two of the men dismount and enter the bank, while the 
thnd drooping in his saddle, holding the bridles of d!e 
other horses, and facing up the deserted street. Between the 
hat-bnm and the raised muffler nothing could be seerruf th^ 
narrowed eyes, watching alertly. The^ two who had enterL 
the building wasted no tune. The moment they were inside 
ey pulled their white chokers above their noses and levelled 
their guns on the startled manager, who was Xne ht 

assistant having gone to lunch. ’ * 

“ What do you want ? » he stammered. 

“An* 

But, gentlemen, this money is not mine it is here nn 

trust,” protested ilapson. “ I cannot ■”% 

“ before growled out an oath. 

^n the chsjttcr an get busy,” he ^id, “ or I’U send vu 
wh«e money melts.” # , ± u sena yu 



The ■ savage tone and the menacing weapon totd the 
manager that there was nothing for .it but to obey, and he 
opened the safe. The other robber had found a leathern 
satchel and this was soon stuffed with all the curl'ency in the 
bank. Rapson, white and trembling, had to look on while 
Ms ruin was accomplished. The bought drove him to 
desperation. In a drawer beneath the cashier’s counter he 
knew there was a loaded pistol : if he could contrive to fire 
that someone might hear. 

The thieves, doubtless out of contempt, were not watching 
him very closely. Still holding his hands above his head he 
backed cautiously towards the counter. One of the ruffians 
was making a final search of the safe and the other, having 
apparently heard a sound outside, was listening and looking 
away. This was his chance, and with a sudden snatch he 
had the drawer open, clutched the pistol and pulled the 
trigger. He did not attempt to aim, his only thought being 
to give the alarm. The man whose attention had been dis- 
tracted whirled upon him. 

Damn yu for a sneakin’ hound,” he cried, and fired 
point-blank. 

With a hollow groan Rapson slipped to the floor, and the 
bandits jumped for the exit. At the sound of the shots the 
man outside had promptly drawn his rifle, and when an 
inquisitive citizen stuck his head out of a window some 
fifty yards up the street, a bullet which burned his cheek 
effectually checked his curiosity. The succession of shots 
roused the town, but men reached the open only in time to 
see two men emerge from the bank on the run, one carrying 
a bulging satchel. They Jumped into their saddles, wheeled 
their horses, and spurred across the bridge on the eastern 
trail before the spectatcis had grasped what was happening 
‘‘ An’ yu can bet yore Sunday shirt that Hope is ’bout the 
maddest towr^this side o’ the Rockies,” l*»inley concluded. 
"" No, Rapson ain’t cashed but he’s hurt ’bad — ^how bad they 
dunno till the doc comes from Desert Edge.” ^ 

^ Was Bartholomew in tc^-n ? ” asked Severn* 
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DrJd^mirwl ‘r on the 

pfocl iiiiiBcdiatc*'-*--bEwled TTyler out l^r ««#• j" ? 

the Whfte M^ks tiU Hen almost blubbered. Ba^daiZ 

hey got fiy^ thousand o’ his money, paid in vcstidd? H# 

TOS organism’ a posse when I left an’ threatenin’ to flay them 
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into W ” Linll the trail very long or I’d ’a’ bumped 
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seeJdnn ^”\^“rcnt the foreman sat silent, 
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The foreman smiled, but his expression showed that he 
was touched. They are shore white,” he said. “ But I 
drew that mazuma out this mornin’.” 

ofduLti;',™' in «»».. “ Well, 

th^^°’ “Look at 

he had mceived, and 

^ f Larry gave vent to ' 
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“Odd number, ain’t it ? ” he queried. “ Yu must hare a 
guardian angel somewheres, Jim, an’ Gawd knows, yu need 

one. Any idea who it may be ?'■ ’’ ■ ■' * 

The foreman mentioned his suspicions of Dai%y, but his 

, friend did not agree. ■ 

S’pose he is pryin’ for Bar^ that don’t connect him up 
with the White Masks,” he pointed out. “ An’ it was Darby 

first suggested the boys should wait for their pay.” 

“Well, I shore owe him somethin’, whoever it is,” Sercrn 

admitted. “ An’ I like to pay my debts.” 

_ “ Mebbe yu’ll get a chance,” said the other. “ Mean- 
ttm^ don t push yore luck too hard — this guardian angel may 

be human an’ want a nap now an’ again.” 

“ I gotta play the hands what’s dealt me — win or lose,” 
me foreman told him. “ Y u can say to the boys that I’m 

shore obliged an’ that I ain’t forgettin’ it.” 



CHAPTER IX 


Ok the following morning Bartholomew^' riding a weary 
liorse^ made his appearance at the Lazy M, The posse^ of 
which he was the virtual leader, had gone back to town. As 
Darby had surmised, they had lost the trail on the Stony 
River bed, and after hours of search, had failed tO' pick it up 
again. , The big man looked tired, untidy and sullen. '■ As he 
walked towards the ranch-house he met Darby and stopped. 

Ain’t seen yu at the Bar B lately,’’ he said, There’s 
s<fme dollars due yu,” 

I don’t aim to collect ’em, Bart,” was the reply. 

The Bar B owner raised his eyebrows. “ How come ? ” 
he asked sharply. 

** I ain’t proposin’ to earn ’em,” Darby explained. 

Goin’ to renig, huh? Roundin’ on me, are yu f ” 
sneered the rancher. 

No, that was never my way — what I know I’ll keep 
under my hat,” the cowboy said quietly. “ I’m just droppin’ 
a job I never liked, an’ from now on I’m playin’ square with 
the man who pays me.” 

** Meanin’ Severn ? ” 

Darby nodded. His face was pale and his lips set. He 
knew perfectly well that he was risking his life in thus defy- 
ing his late employer, but he had no hesitation, and Black 
Bart, though he did not want to lose the man, realised that 
he could not persuade him. His face settled into a savage 
sneer. ^ 

All right. Darby,” he said, It’s a free country, but 
freeze on to this-*-fellas as ain’t for me are ag^ me, an’ take 
dheir chances.” ^ 

** Anythin’ fix put over lets me out an’ I talk, Bart,” the 
man retorted. , ^ 
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With a laugh at the threat the rancher went on to the 
house. Phil met him on the veranda and her big eyes 
softened when she saw how jaded he looked. With a grunt 
of satisfaction he dropped into one of the roomi' chairs, and 
.'•then turned to her with a grin. 

Phil, Pm about all in, an’ it’s a long way to the ‘ Come 
Again,”’ he suggested. 

The girl laughed, vanished inside, and reappeared bearing a 
bottle and glass. The man’s eyes took in the daintiness of her, 
the d^irableness of her surroundings — mentally comparing 
the place to his own— and his jaw firmed with decision : he 
would have her, come hell or high water, was his unspoken 
vow. He poured himself a drink, raising the glass in 
'salutation. 

** Here’s how,” he said, and then : “ Gosh ! I wanted 
that. Huntin’ needles in a haystack’s easy compared with 
findin’ thieves in this man’s country. Yu heard about the 
bank hold-up, o’ course ? ” 

“ Yes, it was the White Masks, I suppose ? ” 

** Well, I reckon it was, but the question is, who are the 
White Masks ? There’s somethin’ queer about this rob- 
bery j two or three fellas drew all their money out just before 
it happened an’ Severn was one of ’em. O ’course, it might 
be it just happened so, an’ then again, it might not.” 

Is Rapson much hurt ? ” 

‘‘ He looked pretty desperate. He was just able to say 
what I told yu, an’ that the fellas’ faces were too muffled for 
him to know ’em again, an’ then he fainted. Yu got any 
news, Phil ? ” 

She told him of the finding of her father’s gun and 
Severn’s explanation; Bartholomew’s lips twisted into an 
incredulous sneer as ht* listened. At once he saw how the 
story could be used for his own advantage. 

Yu ain^^ swallowin’ that, are yu, Phil ? ” he asked 
sardonically. Shucks, I gave the {fella credit for more 
savvy. He’ll have to produce the Greaser’^ body to make 
that tale stick, an’ that’s soihethin’ I’m bettin’ high he can’t 
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been made in the, earthen floor, as though someone had 
thrust' in a rod or stick. Nothing had been taken,, and ' the 
foreman grinned as he looked ■ around. Then he went , down 
to the bunk-house, , ' 

Anybody been, a-visitin’ to-day,, Jonah ? ’Mie enquired 

« Yessah, dat no ’count punchah, Geevor, come pesterin 
roun’ dis afternoon,” replied the grinning darky. “Went 
up to yo shack an’ was an almighty long time iindin’ I done 
tole him de trufe when I say yu wasn’t to home.” 

The foreman went back to his quarters in a thoughtful 
mood. At first his suspicions had suggested Phil, searching 
for further evidence of her father, though it was difficult to 
believe her guilty of so mean an action. So it was Geevor, 
eh ? 

“ Somebody is certainly stuck on gettin’ that money,” he 
muttered. “ Quirt, I guess I’ll have to leave yu behind to 
keep house in future.” 

The evening passed without incident, and though Geevor ’s 
appearance was discussed and speculated upon, Severn did 
not tell the others of the man’s real object. Bones, who had 
met an X T rider on the range, brought the news that the 
doctor gave Rapson one chance in ten to recover. He was 
too ill to make any statement, and the search fer the hold-ups 
had been abandoned as hopeless. 

“ Bah ! Why don’t they scare up a young army an’ 
comb them Pinnacles right through ? ” asked Big Boy 
contemptuously. 

“ Some job,” said Darby. It’s the meanest country — 
one o' them places Gawd forgot to finish.” 

The foreman did not join in the “ kid’s poker,” which 
was the outfit’s name for the ten cent. limit game they 
played amongst themse?Ves. On the step of his shack, his 
back against the side of the open door and a cigarette 
between his lfp$, he squatted, gazing at the^ diamond-dusted 

“ Mister * Friend ’ is the joker in the pack,’* he mused 

If I could locate him it w<?uld shore be helpful.” 
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' I want to thank yon for coming to my aid last nightj 
she began., ,, 

The foreman flushed and' looked uncomfortable. * ** 
doii\ need speakin’ of/’ he replied, and added something 
about it being part of his job. 

■ I caniiot understand how you came to be there,” she said. 

** I caught sight o’ someone sneakin’ up to the house, an’ 
followed,” Severn explained, and then as Quirt came trotting 
up and thrust a cold nose into the girl’s hand, he added. 
There’s the fella yu gotta thank. If he hadn’t roused 

n 

“ Then I ought to be very glad you — bought him,” she 
said shyly. 

The foreman smiled, and there was a warmth and 
boyishness utterly foreign to his customary rather stern 
expression when with her. 

“ We both got reason to be glad, I reckon,” he 
whimsically. “ This ain’t the first good turn he’s been 
guilty of.” 

He went on to tell of the rattlesnake incident, and the 
girl’s gaze widened in horror as she listened. 

“ Hideous,” she cried, “ The man who could 
such a thing is not fit to live. Did you find out who it was ? 

“ Yeah,” he said, “ Mister Ignacio played that prank. 

Phil’s eyebrows rose, and with a touch of her old manner 
towards him she said, “ Someone told me just lately that he 
had left the country.” 

“ That’s true, but an understatement ; as I told 
dead,” Severn said. 

“ But you can’t prove it,” she protested. 

“ No,” he agreed gravely. “ I can’t prove it, but it’s 

For a moment there ^as an awkward silence. The 
foreman knew her suspicions were returning, and the little 
oasis of kinder f^^ing produced by the events of the previous 
flight was being engulfed by a desert of doubt Deliberately 
Ire changed the subject ■■ ^ . 

“Yu oughtn’t to stay alone^n that house,” he remarked. . 
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CHAPTER X 



At the sight of Phil apparently in friendly conversation 
with Severn the Bar B owner's brows knitted into a dark 
frown. Though he knew the girl doubted and disliked the 
foremarij the jealousy of age for a younger rival flamed up 
within him. The smile with which he greeted her was 
forced, and he could not forbear a sneer. 

Xo, Phil,” he said. “ Been givin’ yore foreman his 
instructions ? ” ,,, 

She detected the taunt and, being a woman, also divined 
the reason for it, and again because she was a woman, she 
punished him neatly. 

‘‘ Fve been thanking him,” she returned sweetly. 

Bartholomew's astonishment was as genuine as his 
chagrin. 

Whatever for ? ” he asked. 

** Saving my life,” she replied soberly, and went on to 
relate her experience of the night. The effect on her 
listener was volcanic. 

The dirty skunk died too easy,” he gritted, when she had 
finished. ‘" If Fd 'a' been there Fd V strangled him slow — 
with my hands— like that,” and his outspread fingers closed 
inch by inch round an imaginary throat. 

In that instant of terrible passion she saw a new Bartholo- 
mew i the big, genial giant she had always known had gone 
and in his stead was a dark devil of a man, cold cruelty patent 
in his eyes. Though sSe knew it was her own danger that 
had brought about the revelation, it frightened her. 

“ Geevor, eh f Well, I never thought much o’ him,'* 
he went on. ; . ^ 

" “ Was that why you sent him here i ” she^ould not help 
asking. ^ 
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' fatter by the mmutCj yu ,hawg. What dam-fool pky yu got' 
itt that ossified knob yu put yore hat on ? Come clean, yu 
misfit”, . • 

As the foreman finished, the applicant ceased Icratching 
the libelled portion of his body, and grinned at him. 

' Yu got it, J im 5 dean, that’s the idea. I wanta buy me 
a new shirt’’ 

If yu couldn’t work better’n yu can lie yu wouldn’t earn 
half yore pay~not that yu do anyways. I’m lettin’ yu go, 
but unfold them flaps at the side o’ yore head an’ listen : if 
yu don’t bring back a shirt I’ll shore make yu climb a tree.” 

Larry did not reply to this awful threat, but got his horse 
and with all speed set out for Hope, But for a man whose 
errand was the peaceful one of purchasing a garment hi» 
preparations were peculiar, for he took his rifle and examined 
his pistols with particular care, spinning the cylinders to sec 
that they turned smoothly. He had gone but a few miles 
when he heard a shrill whoop and the drum of galloping hoofs 
behind him. Wheeling his horse, he waited, gun in hand. It 
was Linley who emerged from the gloom. 

*Mf yu’ve come to fetch me back, there’s nothin’ doin’,” 
Larry greeted him, 

“I ain’t-— I’m aimin’ tp go with yuj Severn said I 
could,” was the joyful reply. “ Told me yu were goin’ to 
buy a shirt an’ I was to see yu got a nice quiet pattern.” 

Ain’t he the motherly soul ? ” Larry said, and to himself 
he added, Cute ol’ fox 5 alius got another way out.” 

He knew just how the foreman had figured it 5 Linley 
was his junior and would act as a brake on any foolhardiness. 
He said nothing of this, professing himself glad of company. 

^ He was even so docile that when they reached the town he 
proceeded to Callahan’s^and bought a shirt. The one he 
selected was a violent pink with green spots. 

“ What d’y^ think of it ? ” he asked. ^ 

** I wouldn’t think of it — not for a minute,” was the frank 
comment Y u’ll look like the -colour , in yore face had 
started to run.” n ' , ■ , , ^ 
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The' toEversation was interrupted by the sheriff, who 
came strutting ' up, his unlovely countenance 'Still, further 
disfigured by a heavy scowL , • 

Yo’re the fella that made the trouble in here the other 
night, 'huh ” he growled. ^ 

Yu mean the fella that saved trouble, don’t yu ? Larry 

, said mildly. 

The cowpuncher’s quiet demeanour misled the officer and 
he replied bullyingly, ‘‘ Yu horned in on what warn’t yore 
business an’ I’m servin’ notice— — ” 

Yo’re takin’ notice,” Larry broke in, and his narrowed 
eyes had suddenly become bleak and forbidding. When I 
see a dirty frame-up like that being put over I make it my 
business, an’ I don’t allow any fella to tell me different That 
star yo’re wearin’ means nothin’ to me an’ I’d as soon drill 
as take a drink with yu— ^not as yu’ve asked me. Y u can tell 
yore friend Shady — — ” 

“ He ain’t— — began the sheriff. 

“ Here ? I know it If he was I’d be speakin’ my piece 
to him— I come a-purpose,” the puncher told him. “ Let 
me whisper in yore little pink ear, sheriff; Severn’s the 
fastest man with a gun I ever saw an’ he taught me. Y u don’t 
know it but my gun’s coverin’ yore ab-do-men right now.” 

Tyler glanced down and his face grew sickly when he saw 
that the speaker had told the truth ; his pistol, concealed 
from the rest of the room by his body, was pointed full at 
the sheriff’s stomach. 

“ Yu see,” grinned Larry. “ I could salivate yu before yu 
could wink, but I’ll give yu an even break, sheriff ; rU cut 
the cards with yu — for the drinks.” 

“Yu can go plumb to hell,” the officer retorted, and 
stamped furiously awaj^ 

“ What yu bin doin’ to him ? ” asked a card-player at a 

nearby table.* ^ 

“ On’y offered to cut the cards for th^ drinks,” Larry said 
^ innocently. ^ “ Damn it, a sheriff oughta hav^ pluck enough 
to risk losin’ four b?ts.” ^ 
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liellj how should -Severn know anythin’ ’bout that ? 
die Bar B owner queried, and then: IVe got it, PenL 
Darby turiied yalkr as I told yu, an’ he’s put hiin' wise^ 
Severn’s playin’ these fool pranks to put a scare into usr , he’ll 
: find out I don’t scar 

: : yo’re right , hut I don’t like it,” his foreman 

rejoined. ®‘That blasted tree gives me 'the shivers every 
time I see it.” 

That’s easy^ — keep away from it,” said the rancher. , ' Y u 
ain’t goin’ to show the white feather,, are yu, Pent ? ” 

Yu an’ me have- been knockin’ knees on the same t.raii 
; too long for yu to think that, Bart,” the foreman Tcplied. 
Three from seven leaves four an’ yu can’t get away from 
it I’m a mite curious to see who’s goin’ next,” 

“ FlI tell yuj Mister damn Severn, he’s next on the 
flate,” Bartholomew laughed. “ Now come an’ drown yore 
sorrows, yu old croaker,” 

Larry heard them get up, and following their example, he 
returned to Bent’s, collected his companion, and set out for 
the ranch. He rode in silence, thinking over what he had 
heard. There was a plot to murder Severn and he did not 
know what it was. He visioned the girl at the Lazy M, and 
the thought of her married to the man who was scheming to 
take his friend’s life produced an explosive oath which made 
hk mount jump sideways and sent his companion’s up into 
the air also. When the animals had been restored to a proper 
state of mind, Linley was moved to express himself 5 ibis 
mournful manner of returning from a jaunt to town was not 
his idea of it 

She’s turned him down — cold— bronc,” he confided to 
% his horse. .. ** Reminds me of a play ...I seen in' Kansas .City- 
onct The beeyutiful h|roine refuses the villain, who was a 
shore-enough dirty dog. ‘ Leave muh,’ says she, with 
flashin’ eyes. •'Yu are not fit to touch the hand of an honest 
woman,’ Yessir, an’ three husbands had divorced her, but 
•o’ course, that warn’t in- the play.” ' 

Larry jabbed a furtive h«iel into the ribs^f his friend’s 
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What was the idea o’ sendin’ Linley after me ? ’’ Larry 
asked. “ D’yu reckon I can’t take care o’ myself 

** I was anxious ’bout that shirt — ^yu got ^uch rotten 
taste,” Severn told him gravely, and then, “ If anythin’ had 
busted loose he could V brought me word.” 

** Well, nothin’ did, but somethin’s goin’ to,” the boy 
rejoined, and related the conversation he had overheard. 

The foreman took it quietly, “ Larry, Fm shore obliged 
to yu,” he said, and then his eyes crinkled at the corners, 
** but yu have certainly spoiled my night’s sleep. I’m be- 
ginnin’ to suspect this fella Bart don’t like me none at all.” 
He dropped his whimsical tone. ** I’ve been talkin’ to the 
Princess — tellin’ her that in these unsettled times she oughtn’t 
to go ridin’ without an escort. She r’ared at first but gave 
in after a while ; I told her yore work wouldn’t be missed.” 

Despite his effort to conceal it, the boy’s eagerness flamed 
in his eyes, but none showed in his tone. 

** Ridin’ herd on a girl ain’t my idea of a man’s job,” was 
what he said. 

‘‘ Well, she sorta suggested yu but I dcssay Linlcy ” 

” I’ll do it — for yu, Jim,” Larry hastily interrupted. 

O’ course, it won’t be every mornin’,” the foreman went 
on. “ Bart takes her ridin’ quite a lot an’ then yu won’t be 
needed.” 

The flash in the younger man’s eyes and the tightening 
of his lips told the other all he wanted to know, and he 
chuckled inwardly as he added, in his drawling voice, a final 

caution: 

** Yu better remember that I ain’t very favourably re- 
garded by Royalty ’bout now, an’ speak accordin’,” 
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Larry wriggled imcomfortably 'in his saddle. ‘ISteTcm 
— he began. , 

“ That was before^ .of coiirsc, but-— — ” she '|)aiised5; and 
decided not to voice the ungenerous: thought But' the boy 
had : guessed ■ and:, had hard work to' keep from telling^ her 
that to his certain knowledge Severn could have had nothing 
to do with Stevens^ demise. . Mindful of the foreman’s 
cautioHi he had to walk warily, but there were times when 
loyalty to his friend fought a stern battle with his love for 
the girl 

They were ambling slowly through a long shallow gully, 
the floor of which was carpeted with grass and flowers. Far 
ahead of them, remote and lonely, the giant spires of the 
Pinnacles pierced the blue of the sky. The girl nodded 
towards, them. , 

“ I have always wanted to explore those peaks/’ she said. 
“They look fierce and' forbidding, but thc' view must be 
wonderful.” 

“ I reckon the climb up would just naturally ruin the 
view,” her companion replied. 

“ Oh, Larry,” she laughed. “ Then you don’t agree that 
having - to struggle hard for something ^ makes it more 
valuable.” 

The cowboy was nonplussed for a moment and then he 
grinned engagingly. 

“ Tends what it is,” he replied. “ As for views, I can 
get one right here that I wouldn’t swap for any in the 
world,” 

The warmth in his tone and ga^e sent the hot blood to her 
cheeks and she was conscious of a thrill of pleasure. She was 
considering how best to put this daring young man in his 
place when he leaned fomvard and grabbed the bridle of her 
horse. Instantly she sav^^ why. Round a curve in the gully, 
less than a mik away, six horsemen had trot'^ed. They had 
white blotches where their faces should hayc been, and at the 
sight of thc girl and her companion they quickened their 
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ril rerHembcrj Larry- — I’ll always remember/^ she said 
softly, and he saw that her eyes were misted. 

Without another word she raced off and th^ coVboy 
dragged his rifle from under the saddle and stretched himself 
behind the dead horse. The bandits had halted and were 
bunched together about six hundred yards away, but a bullet 
from Larry which dropped a horse sent them out on a half 
circle. A couple of shots came in reply but they went wide. 
To his surprise the men made no effort to follow the fleeing 
girl. Certainly the two on the extreme right and left began 
a detour, but they rode slowly and presently vanished. The 
others remained, standing near the horses, and well out of 
range. 

‘‘Coin’ to sneak up on me from the back,” Larry sur-* 
mised. He looked and saw that there was a ridge behind 
him which would make the manoeuvre a simple one. “ Wish 
I had a boss.” 

But it was no use wishing, so he rolled a cigarette, lighted 
it and lay smoking, waiting philosophically for the next move 
in the game. Half an hour passed and then from the ridge 
behind came a gruff command : 

** Drop that gun, shuck off yore belt, an’ elevate yore paws j 
two of us has got yu covered.” . 

Larry stood up, leaving his rifle on the ground, unbuckled 
his belt and let it fall, but instead of putting up his hands he 
used them to make another smoke. 

Come ahead,” he said coolly. 

Two masked men rose up from the brow of the ridge and 
stalked down upon him, rifles ready for the least movement. 

I told yu to put yore hands up,” growled the one who 
had spoken before. 

‘‘ I forgot, an’ Fm l^epin’ on forgettin’,” laughed the 
prisoner. What yu goin’ to do about it ? ” 

The man snarled out an oath, scooped up the rifle and belt, 
and sent his companion for their horses. At the same moment 
the other four came galloping up, two of them ^sing the same 
mount One, who appeared 3a be the leader, jumped down 
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sm€f 'Severn called a halt, just short of a ridge the giri 
remembered crossing directly she left the»cowboy. 

Stay here, boys,’’ he said. ‘*'They may be waitirf*’- for 
us, an’ there’s no sense in our buttin’ 'into an ambush.” 

' 'He rode forward alone, topped the rise, and vanishedL 
; “ Black B'art would V sent one of us to do that^” , the ^irl 
heard Darby say, and the other men laughed ,;assent 

Somehow she felt that it was true, and a spasm of respect 
for the man who took the risk himself when he need not shot 
through her. Then came another thought, bred of Bartholo- 
mew’s poisoned suggestions.: was -there any risk to Severn^ 
or was he only playing a part ? Her speculations were cut 
short by the return of the foreman. 

The boss is there — what the buzzards have left of It— 
saddle an’ bridle gone, an’ no sign of Larry barrin’ this 
paper,” he said. “ Here’s what she says : 

* We got yore man, Severn. If yu want him, be at 
Skull Canyon to-morrow about noon, an’ fetch along two 
thousand dollars. If yu ain’t there, or try any tricl^ he 
stretches rope.— The Mask.’ ” 

A cry from Phil, and a chorus of muttered curses from the 
men greeted the epistle, which was scrawled in pencil on a 
page apparently torn from an account book, for it was ruled 
for figures and numbered. The writing, Severn noted, 
appeared to be the same as on the scrap he had taken from 
Ignacio’s body. Moodily he gave the word to return, and 
the girl whirled upon him. 

Aren’t you going to do anything ? ” she asked. Surely 
you’re not leaving him to die ? ” 

^ There is nothin’ we can do now,” Severn told her. 

They’ll have covered th|ir tracks, an’ s’pose we could trail 
’em, we’d on’y run into an ambush 5 they ain’t overlookin’ 

that bet.” ^ ^ 

She stared at him, storm in -her eyes. ’ '■ - 

I call it cowardly,” she said. . If you vron’t -lead tfce- 
men, IwilL” ^ ^ ® 
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' I didn’t know Xarr^ was a friend,” she answered lamely, 

; I call any man in my outfit that until' I know different,” 
he told her. If I don’t make it back, go to Judge ^Imbley.” 

Mr. Bartholomew will help me,” she retorted. 

He’s more likely to help himself,” Severn said sar- 
donically. , 

** You have no right to say that,” she replied sharply. ** I 
know you don’t like him but — — ” 

For a single instant the man lost his iron control and she 
quailed before the savage anger in his eyes. 

^‘ Listen to me, girl,” he said, “ God Almighty placed a 
pretty head on yore shoulders an’ it seems impossible that He 
shouldn’t have put some brains in it. Use them.” 

Without another word he strode from the room, sprang 
into the saddle of his waiting horse, and rode off. The girl, 
aghast at the sudden spate of passion she had aroused, saw 
him wave a farewell to the watching outfit and vanish. Then 
she dropped into the nearest chair and stared with hard, 
unseeing eyes, at the wall. She had encountered a novel 
experience and she did not like it. Men in anger she had 
often seen enough, but never had that anger been directed at 
her. Of course he was a brute, and he hated Bartholomew, 
but — was he right ? She knew that the owner of the Bar B 
was more feared than liked in the district, but she had always 
put that down to his success. He was hard, but in that rough 
and lawless country a man had to be, to hold his own. Despite 
their apparent friendship, her father had not trusted him. 
Little demons of doubt pursued her all day j she found herself 
watching the northern trail anxiously, and knew she was 
looking for Larry. , 
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Foller my tracksj'an’ if yon fee! like makin* a breaks 
Just remember there^s a coupk chaps behind yu.with orders 
to shoot*/ ^ ^ , 

I , didn’t come here to play the fool/’ Severn said acidly. 

Where yu takin’ me. ■?” , 

*® Wait an’ see/’ was the laconic answer.: 

** The wisdom o’ the ages in three words/’ commented the 
captive lightly. . 

The guide only grunted and led the way through a thicket 
of spruce and aspen to the right of the canyon, after whicdi 
they plunged into some of the wildest country Severn had 
ever seen. Rocky ridges, steep slopes down which the horses 
had to slide on their haunches, gullies strewn with stones, 
detritus wrested by the weather from their walls, masses of 
dense, thorny undergrowth, succeeded each other in bewilder- 
ing confusion. The trail, a mere pathway, had been litdc 
used, and the prisoner guessed that this was not the direct 
route to the robbers’ roost 

Throughout the journey they had been gradually climbing 
and presently they reached the lower slopes of the mountains 
and rode amidst the serried ranks of a pine forest The air 
was cooler, for the sunlight only penetrated the thick foliage 
overhead in shafts j on the soft carpet of pine needles the 
hoofs of the horses made no sound. Glancing back, Severn 
saw two masked riders, rifles in readiness across their knees. 
Evidently they had closed up, for although he had heard, this 
was the first time he had caught sight of them. Gradually 
the trees grew scantier and more stunted until presently they 
left the pine-belt behind and headed along the side of the 
mountain. Above them loomed one of the giant teeth of 
the Pinnacles, towering in solemn majesty. A long, slight 
descent brought thto to ^he edge of a cup-like depression in 
the side of the range, ft was perhaps a mile in length and 
half as wide, ssnd the whole expanse, save the rock-rimmed, 
brush-cluttered walls, was covered withluxjiriant grass. In the 
centre was a small lake, fed by numerous streamlets from the 
hf’ghts above. CattK and hoffses were dotted about, grazing. 


At first sight there appeared to be no entrance to the 
valley^ but the guide^iid not hesitate. Sliding his horse down 
a sharp incline, he circled some bushes, and came to where a 
break in the rock formation afforded a natural gateway. 
Passing through this they came to a rude corral. 

Turn yore boss in there, we gotta walk some,’' the captor 
commanded, setting the example himself. 

Severn complied, and then followed the other up a narrow, 
stony path which climbed up and along the steep face of the 
mountain. At a height of about a hundred feet above the 
floor of the valley the path broadened out into a ledge, and 
here were several openings in the rock face. Severn knew it 
for an old Hopi Indian haunt, and smiled sarcastically at the 
thought that the present inhabitants were probably consider- 
ably more savage than the first of the cave-dwellers. Several 
of the caves had rude doors fitted, and into one of these the 
prisoner was directed. 

‘‘Stay there till yo’re wanted,” his captor said. “Hun- 
gry ? 

“ Well, breakfast shore seems a long time back,” the Lazy 
M man replied, and then, fishing out a five-dollar bill, “ D’yu 
reckon yu could find a bottle o' whiskey ? Fm feelin’ sorta 
shaky.” 

“ Dutch courage, eh ? ” chuckled the other. “ See what 
I can do.” 

He went away, padlocking the door first, and presently 
returned with meat, bread and a flask of spirit. 

“ Go light on that hooch,” he warned. “ It’s wuss’n 
dynamite if yu ain’t used to it.” 

Severn nodded 5 he knew the stuff j crude spirit, illicitly 
distilled, a draught of liquid fire which would take the skin ^ 
off an unaccustomed throat and sfjnd the unwary drinker 
mad. He had no intention of imbfoing it. When the man 
had gone he examined his place of confinement. It was a 
mere hole in the rpck, entirely dependent for light and air 
upon the filtrations through the ill-fitting door. He made 
his meal, took a mouthful of «5pirit arid spat it out, poured 
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two-thirds of the remainder on the ground and placed the 
bottle beside him. t 

Squatting with his back against the wall and a cigarette 
between his lips he calmly awaited the next development 
That he had been brought there with his eyes unbandaged 
and his hands at liberty was an ominous sign j they were sure 
of him and did not mean that he should leave the place alive. 
He wondered where Larry was. His first task was to find him. 
Two hours passed and then a step outside sent his head 
slumping down, hat pushed back, figure sprawled as though 
in a drunken stupor. The man who had brought him swore 
when he looked at the bottle. 

** Yu damn fool — I told yu to be careful,” he said. 

“ Fm aw ri\” Severn mumbled. “ Whadye wan’ f ” 
Helped by the bandit, he got to his feet. Still gripping his 
arm, his conductor led him, not without difficulty, to a 
larger cave with a high, domed roof. Numerous other caves 
apparently opened upon this, and into one of these near the 
entrance he was thrust. It was a biggish place, lighted by a 
hole in the rock face, and in it seven men were lolling in 
rough chairs; all were masked, only their eyes showing 
through slits in the dirty white kerchiefs. 

“ Why for didn’t yu tie him up ? ” asked one, whose figure 
seemed somehow familiar to Severn, 

“ Huh ! Look at him — he’s tied hisself up,” replied the 
other. 

Hittin’ the bottle, eh ? ” sneered the first speaker, who 
was evidently in some authority ; and then to the prisoner. 
Where’s the dollars ? ” 

^ Severn drew himself up in drunken dignity and nearly lost 

^ his balance. , 

^‘Shay, fella, whadye^ take me for, thinkin^ I’d fall for 
that ? ” he asked. ‘‘ I zfnh no ch-child.” 

If yu ain\ b^-ought ’em I’ll hang the pai/o’ yu,” snarled 
the; unknown. , . ^ 

Severn leered at him and shook his head,^ ** Nothin’ to 
that^ ol’-timer,” he^said thfekly. ** Whatsa good o’ two 
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alert gunman, with narrowed eyes, a savagely snarW mouth, 
and death m either hand. It was one ma* against eight, and all 
of them had courage of a kind j by a coLerted Iff^t th^y 
could overwhelm him, but at least one would die swiftlj 

was obeyed, but none too quickly in one case, and the culorft 

^‘^ell a fella to do anythin’ he’s gotta hustle.” 

commented the marksman. “ StaAd up in a line faciS Se 
"P’ y®’re tired o’ life.” ® 
hnl^i done, as it was in quick time, Scvewi 

bolstered one of his guns, stepped forward and borrowed a 

“ If this gun didn’t throw a mite high, yu’d be havin’ vo« 
wings fitted right now,” Severn said grimly; and then ^the 
knife having done its work, he added, “ Pull their teetkaet 
one o them ropes, an’ tie their hands behind ’em.” ^ 

Th^ „ and leaped to obc* 

1 he guns he flung into the middle of the floor, and Se 

?he T ® proceeded to bind the wriste of 

the captives with an enthusiasm which drew hearty curses 
from his victims. This done, Severn searched S fS 

SL himself with anS 

rifle. Then he stepped up to the bandit who had done the 
talking and jerked the making handkerchief from his face 
Just as I reckoned,” he said. “ Yore figure is a trffi* 

, w”?n?“’ Step ahead, we’re takin’ y« 

“ Mlhh/h ! J ^ this,” the man hissed. 

» Maxel l’ . ‘ no^, we’ve got yu,” Severn told him 
March, you mealy-mouthed son of a she-dawg, or I won’t 
leave enough o’ yu to bury.” * 

Under the urge of a gun-barrel in his ribs the n.ffl=,r. 
.louched o„, and do»„ ®“ 
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having first pitched all the weapons collected into the valley, 
followed him. At tiie corral, Severn took his own mount, 
Larry 'picked the best he could to replace the one he had 
lost, and Shadwell was mounted on a third, his hands released 
and his feet tied to the stirrups. Then the foreman threw 
the loop of his rope round the prisoner’s neck and secured 
the other end to his saddle-horn. 

^ If yu like to bolt for it an’ save the hangman a Job, I ain’t 
objectin’,” he remarked pleasantly. 

The only reply was a venomous scowl which left the 
recipient untouched j he had encountered hard looks before. 
He merely told the fellow to go ahead and take the nearest 
trail for Hope. 

“ An’ don’t yu delay none, for if we get tired o’ yore 
company there’s trees a-plenty,” he warned him. 

Yu old son of a gun,” Larry said, as they rode behind 
the prisoner. “ Couldn’t yu get any o’ the boys to come 
with yu, or did yu wanta hog all the glory ? ” 

Severn explained the reason for his solitary effort. 

“ Boun’ to do somethin’ — the Princess was right peeved 
with me,” he added, and chuckled when he saw the boy’s 
fece promptly justify his nickname. 

** I reckon she ain’t got too good an opinion o’ me — 
I spoke rough when I said for her to ride to the ranch,” 
Larry confessed. 

Severn laughed aloud. “So did I when I told her to 
use her brains,” he grinned. 

“ My Gawd, Jim, yu never did,” Larry ejaculated, awe 
and admiration in his tone. “Where did ihe lightnin’ 
strike yu ? ” 

“ I didn’t wait — lit a shuck, pronto^^ the foreman 
admitted. 

“ How come yu to hit on that aftin’ drunk dodge ? Yu 
must ’a’ had a let o’ practice to do it so good.”*^ 

“ Been noticin’ ipy friends,” Severn countered, and then, 
“Yu see, I didn’t wanta be tied an’ I had to get ’em off 
4ieir guard 5 it was a long sho^ but I ^ade it.” 
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Yu shore did* What we goin’ to do with this jigger ? 

He nodded towards the outlaw, riding chin dowji, hunched 
' in his saddle, ahead of 

“ Hand him over to the sheriff,” 

Tylerll on’y let him go.” 

"Yu bet he will, an’ that’ll put him in wrong with 
more’n half the folks in Hope. The sheriff ain’t goin’ to 
be a bit grateful, believe me.” 

Either on account of Severn’s warning, or for some reason 
of his own, Shad well appeared to be as eager to reach town 
as his captors, and under his guidance they made such good 
time that they arrived before nightfall Their appearance 
filled the street, and an eager crowd followed them to the 
shack which served the double purpose of lock-up and 
sheriff’s quarters. Tyler was at home, and his eyes nearly 
popped out of his head when he saw who the prisoner was. 

" What’s the big idea ? ” he asked. 

In a few brief sentences Severn told of the capture and 
rescue of Larry and of the taking of Shadwell who, sitting 
erect now, listened with a scowling face. At the conclusion 
of the story he broke into a torrent of protest. 

" It’s a lot o’ damn lies. I dunno nothin’ about a girl, 
an’ the on’y time I seen these fellas afore was when one of 
’em held me up an’ the other slugged me in the saloon 
yonder. I was ridin’ the Desert Edge trail ’s’aftcrnoon 
when these two jumped me an’ fetched me here.” 

"An’ this ain’t your’n, o’ course,” Severn said, fishing 
the dirty white mask from his pocket. 

" Never seed it,” the prisoner lied stolidly. He turned 
to Tyler, " Yo’re the sheriff, I believe 5 these jaspers yore 
deppities ? ” 

" They ain’t,” replies! that worthy emphatically. 

There was a stir as me crowd opened to let Bartholomew 
through. The^big man looked at the outlaw, and there 
was not a trace of recognition in his gla'tce. 

" So that’s yore bandit chief, is it i ” h^ said, " Well, 
he’s ugly enough.” ^Some of the crowd laughed, and Severn, 


126 


TH* lAW o’ the LARIAT 

;; : , ' notice they served ? ^haf 

Bart glanced over it, and at his suff(^e<!i-;,,n *1, • 

was taken into the sheriff’s office vivS .! P"*o"er 

- ?V“”^ S 

•'' ‘”* ”” “A and p« d.. 
™i Klly" ■ ™‘^“> "’ *« ahariffnUtes ch.ige of ,V 

pa-^-LZE hXx 

“TK , a-pilm up the score, Severn,” he lasn^rl 
There’s gotta be a settlin’ some time ” ’ 

“ WK,ea T guide yu to their hang-oiit 

Bar B owner. ^ at the , 

w m!S trz i '■'^r ^r* “ ™ >» 

much „. d.h“S^p^ ’“ ‘="r t". 

the^’irord o any^n from the Lazy M " 

' ■ * »*ere toipy /rft the country:' 
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Severn came back at him, and had the satis'faction of seeing 
the other give a little start of surprise^-: He did not reply, 

' however, and Severn went.- in search of .his horse* satisfied 
with having put the sheriiF in an embarrassing position. 

f m » ' m . 

A burst of cheering from the bunkhouse brought Phil to 
the verandah, -and she witnessed the triumphal entry of the 
foreman, and the man he had gone to fetch. ■ Her first 
impulse was to rim down and welcome them, but a thought, 
which brought a blush to her cheek restrained her. Inter- 
mittent merriment from within the bunkhouse whetted her 
curiosity, but she had to wait for the appearance of Jonah 
before it was satisfied. And then, when the grinning darkie 
had told the story, she did not know what to think. Was 
it possible that this one man had gone into a nest of 
desperadoes, outwitted them, and brought away not only the 
captive but the chief of the captors ? It seemed incredible, 
and yet, knowing the man himself, cold, confident, quick- 
thinking, she realised that it was not That he now had 
the outfit with him to a man she knew j had he plotted the 
whole episode with j ust that end in view ? She gave it up 
in despair. 

It was a curiously shy but smiling girl who responded to 
Larry’s hail next morning, when that young man came to 
know if she wished to go a-ridin’.” After she had told 
him how glad she was to see him safely back again, she said ; 

I don’t feel like a ride to-day, Larry,” 

The boy’s face fell 5 he had wanted to tell his tale. 

We could go south,” he suggested. 

^ She shook her head. No, I’ve a visitor coming,” she 
smiled. ^ . 

Larry knew who it w^,, and. smothered a curse. Well, 

soon then,” he pleaded, and his heart was in his eyes. 

She nodded consent, and as he turned ayray, Bartholomew 
cantered up. His bold, gaze followed the retreating cowboy 
from under bent broW^. ' ■' 
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“ Mornin’, Phil, what’s that pup want ? ” was his ffreetm» 

as he swipig from thfc saddle. S 

The girl’s forehead creased in a little frown : she did 
like his tone or the epiAet, and her mental comparison 3 
the clean-limbed, smilmg youth with the 
^r^ivc older ® /„ C'e 

He came to ask if I intended to ride tK?® fh • 

““"trr is noTSel 

The man’s frown deepened at her familiar reference 

he^cowboy j here wm a possibility he had not figured on 

« D ? • J then,” he^ remarked 

*K n " virasn’t after yu, Phil.” 

tho girl S S' W »e.” 

the '* f.”* ^ chance there, but I reckon 

h" He SL: to 

have been held up in Skull Canvon k claims to 

the dnllurc . Ua. 'w-anyon, an he gets away with 

an now he goes up there single-handed, razzle-dazzles eS 
armed men, an’ fetches awaw th» aazzies eight 

bandits.” ^ “ one o’ the 

** But why ? ” 

It makes him solid with yore outfit an’ it 

But the White Masks wouldn’t stand for his handmor 

over one of then, to the kw," eho Jmteeted, 

he t d -TO “ Nothin’ to that 

IS'^r ^^^-^^SdTrSS 
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Severiij but Fm keepia’ tabs' on him, an^ Fll get him 
..yet” ^ ^ - I ■: ■ . : ^ 

The news that the captive had been released gave the 
affair a new aspect, and the fact that Bartholomew had 
advanced the same explanation of Severn’s success as she 
herself, impressed her 5 it is only human to accept corrobora- 
tion of one’s own theory. Any gratitude she had felt 
towards the foreman for his rescue of Larry was now 
, heavily discounted. , 

The Bar B owner, seeing that his arguments had produced 
some effect, let the matter drop. But his change of subject 
was not a happy one. 

“ By the way, Phil, I don’t like yore cavortin’ round the 
country with a common puncher,” he remarked. 

The girl’s eyes widened and there was a flash of anger in 
them as she replied, ‘‘ I shall do as I please. You have no 
right to criticise or dictate to me.” 

‘‘ I reckon I have,” he said. ** We’re goin’ to be married, 
yu know.” 

I don’t know, and at present, anyway, I have no wish 
to,” she retorted. 

Although, realising he had tried the wrong tactics, he did 
his best to make peace, she refused to go riding with him, 
and Bartholomew left in a savage temper. He had learned 
how Larry came to be at the Lazy M, and whether he was 
an accomplice or not of Severn, he was a disturbing factor, 
and must be dealt with. 

The trail to the Bar B took a north-westerly line straight 
across the open range and then dipped down into a pocket of 
broken country for some miles, winding through miniature 
- forests, rock and brush-strewn ravines, and tiny canyons, the 
walls of which scarcely rose above the level of the surrounding 
plains. It was known as The Sink. Passing the mouth of one 
of these canyons..,Bart suddenly noticed the aucks of a horse 
leading into it, and back again. They jyere not fresh, and 
in that sheltered spot might even have been made months 
before. His curiosity aroused, he followed them, forcing 
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his way through the foliage which overhung the sandy 
bottom. ^ « 

At the end of about two hundred yardsj the tracks led' to 
a thick bush growing close to the face of the canyon wall^ 
and the rancher was about to turn away with an oath of 
disgust for his wasted time when he caught a gleam of 
something through the leaves. Dismounting and pulling 
the bush aside, he uncovered a fissure in the rock, and saw 
that it contained clothing. There was a vest^ — shiny button 
of which had attracted his notice — ^pants, a shirt, and a som- 
brero. One by one he drew the garments out and examined 
them. In the sweat-band of the hat he found the letters P. M. 
in ink, and in the pocket of the vest was an empty envelope 
addressed to Philip Masters, at the Lazy M ranch. 

The discovery drew a whistle of amazement from the 
finder. How came the clothes of the missing ranchman, 
which he recognised as being the last he had seen him 
wearing, in such an out-of-the-way spot f Where was the 
body ? For he had no doubt now that the owner of the clothes 
no longer lived. Painstakingly, foot by foot, he searched 
the whole of the little canyon, but found nothing more. 

“ On’y been one fella in here before me,” Bart muttered, 
as he carefully studied the prints in the sand. 

Sizing things up, he came to the conclusion that the 
murderer must have buried the stripped body elsewhere, or 
left it to the natural scavengers of the plains, the coyotes and 
vultures. Then he had hidden the tell-tale clothing in the 
cleft, where only one chance in a thousand would lead to its 
discovery. Replacing the articles as he had found them, he 
*rode on his way deep in thought, and presently a grin of 
malicious triumph twisted his lips. 

Couldn’t be better. I’m recfeonin’ I can use yu just 
as well dead, Mister Masters,” he Sneered. 

That night he and Penton were closeted long together, 
and when they parted, even the bitter face of the Bar B 
foreman wore^he semblance of a smile. But it was not a 
good one to see, ^ 




CHAPTER XIII 


It was two days before Phil redeemed her promise to go 
riding again with Larry, and in that time he had scarcely 
seen her. In truth she had avoided him, an unaccountable 
shyness making her fight the growing desire to see him of 
which she was conscious. So that it was a new Phil, 
demure, tremulous, and utterly sweet, who loped beside the 
young cowboy towards the southern region of the range. 
She listened eagerly to his account of what had happened to 
him after she left on her wild dash to the ranch, but his 
praise of the foreman left her unmoved. 

“Some folks fancy he has friends among the White 
Masks,” she ventured. 

Larry straightway forgot himself — ^and her. “ Hell ! ” 
he cried. “ Yu tell me the names o’ the skunks an’ I’ll 
shore make them hop for the horizon.” 

Not wishing to attempt any long-distance leaping, she 
looked shocked instead, and the boy at once wilted into a 
state of confused contrition, evidenced by his reddened cheeks 
and stammering apology, 

“ I didn’t know he was such a friend of yours,” she 

.remarked, , 

“He ain’t,” Larry lied. “But I shorely gotta be 
grateful 5 he took a big chance for me.” 

“ It doesn’t seem possible that one man could overawe so 
^any,” she speculated.. , 

“He had the drop. 01^ ’em,” the puncher pointed out. 
“ They could ’a’ rushed l»m, but he’d ’a’ got some first, an’ 
none o’ them fellas was pinin’ to learn the hasip.” 

“ What do you'^think of Mr. Bartholomew ? ” she asked. 

Larry was not to be caught. “ I dunno much about 
him,” he returned. ‘^But I wouldn’t ride fd!r the Bar B.” 
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He could have said nothing more damaging j a torrent of 
lyould hav^ been far less eifectivl The girl lf 

** discovering of late that it 

was dilBcuk to &d anyone who had a good word for the 
local autocrat. True, the criticism was usually of a cautinno 

character, but always it condemned. ^ cautious 

q«e“n^ ” “ °“*'™ ' ” 

but 1 11 gamble against him bein’ linked up with Lt eaS 
in the PmnacH” he replied. “ O’ coui/e, yu can sef S 
Ae look of him he s had a hectic past, an’ he may have beeJ 
an oudaw ^metime. He don’t seem to hJe no hii^h 

Ey '■' *■' ““ -h' 

'binding draw, the 

rocky sides of which were splashed with patches of dwLfd 
hrubs and cactus. In places the spreading branch^ of 
larger trees met over their heads and filtered the afternoon 

^SdSietSa^" ^'8^^ i^teeze 

“Oh, what a beauty,” the girl cried, suddenly reining in. 

followed the direction of her pointing 
finger, and saw up on the rock face, a magnificent Woom of 

Shi it> he had slipped from his 

addle and was dimbing the side of the draw. Phil also go 
down and seated herself on a fallen tree-trunk. In a few 
momme he was back again, and the blood-red blossom was 
in her hands. -He was in the act of presenting it wheH 

ofrh rih of rock which formed one 

of the bends in the drawj it was Devint. For an instam 
he pulled on hi? reins, and then itcognising them came on 

“ hg noted their flushed faces’ 
^hat camd off in an ironically elaborate sweep a7 he 

“Shore am sorry to have butt-d <’ he said, and there 
■ ms that in his tone which made themmark an imufo 
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Receiving no reply, he loped slowly on, and with a mocking 
wave of hand, vanished round a farther cur^e. ' ^.Phil," 
stealing an embarrassed glance at her companion, saw that 
: , he was staring after the intruder, his eyes bleak and his jaws ', 
.damped together,. 

Who’s that fella ? ” he asked, almost roughly. 

Devint,” she replied. “ I wish he hadn’t seen us; 
he’s sore at the Lazy M because the foreman fired him, and 
he’ll— talk.” 

** Huh ! We better be gettin’ back,” Larry said. 

The ride home was made almost in silence. Into the 
minds of both the leering countenance of Devint intruded 
insistently, and the girl’s cheeks burned at the thought that 
the dismissed man’s slanderous tongue, innocent as the 
incident had been, might make her the gossip of the saloons. 
But Bartholomew would not permit that, she told herself ; 
Devint was working for him again, and he would close his 
mouth, unless — and here was another disturbing thought — 
Bartholomew would be jealous, furiously so, and that would 
mean danger to her companion ; at that possibility her heart 
missed a beat. 

The cowboy was forcing the pace, as though in a hurry 
to get home. He spoke seldom, and all the gaiety had gone 
from his face, to be replaced by a grim intentness. The 
girl tried to rouse him. 

“ You look as if you were going to kill someone,” she 
bantered. 

His head came round with a jerk, and she saw his cheeks 
redden. Then he laughed. 

I am,” he said. “ I’m agoin’ to just naturally slay 
* Jonah if he ain’t got a good meal ready.” 

Phil said no more ; ftie jocular reply had only served to 
deepen her doubts ; she ^It uneasy, frightened. When they 
arrived at the ranch, Larry took the ponies to the corral 
straight away, which was unusual, anc^ presently she saw 
him, mounted on a fresh horse, shoot out on the trail for 
town ; he had not waited tb feed. Her reeling of unre&t 
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pursued her, and when Severn returned with the outfit, she 
called him aside and^r related the incident of the afternoon. 

“ Carry looked as if he recognised Devint, and— hated 
him, yet he asked me who he was,’’ she said. ‘^Of course, 
the man was insolent, but I somehow feel it wasn’t only that” 
Damnation,” swore the foreman, and forgot to apologise. 

I reckon yo’re right. Miss Masters. For some re^on or 
other, he’s gone to find that scallywag. Devint’s yellow, 
an’ a bad actor, but he’s reckoned fast with a gun.” 

Oh, hurry, perhaps you’ll be in time to prevent their 
meeting,” she urged, 

“If I ain’t, an’ anythin’s happened to Larry, Mister 
Devint won’t see another sunrise,” was Severn’s sinister 
promise. 

Striding down to the corral, he caught and saddled a horse 
and set out for the town at full speed. He had no hope of 
catching Barton, but there was a chance that the two men 
had not yet met. 


The “ Come Again ” was filling up for the evening 
festivities, and Muger, the fat, oily-faced proprietor, rubbed 
his hands and smirked contentedly as he glanced over the 
gathering 5 it looked like being a profitable night. 

“ Wonder what’s bitin’ Bart ? ” he muttered. 

In truth, the Bar B owner’s face justified the title by 
which he was commonly known. Standing apart, he was 
talking in low tones to Devint, and it was very evident that 
the conversation was not of a pleasing nature so far as the 
rancher was concerned. The cowboy had, in fact, been 
relating his encounter with Phil in the afternoon, and with 
the savage malice of one who delights in giving pain, he had 
Med, cunningly but convincing! ip, Bartholomew’s rage, 
fanned to fury by the recital, showed plair^y in his distorted 
fmtures. 

“ I’ll give five hundred bucks to the man who puts that 
pup outa business^” he said vehementlj^, and then seeing the 
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satirical look of inquiry on the other’s face, he added^ Fd 
do it myself an’ be a heap pleased to^^but it’d gft me" in 

• wrong with .the girl”. 

Devint noddedj satisfied with the explanation and the' 
chance of earning the money, . The fact that he had' to 
extinguish a human life to do so meant nothing to him' 5 he 
had killed men before, and for less reward. It was at this 
moment that Larry entered the saloon. 

There’s the fella himself,” Bart whispered, and 
immediately left the man whose gun he had hired and 
went out of the saloon. 

Larry’s quick eye had seen the movement, and he guessed 
that Devint had wasted no time in telling his tale. He 
looked round the room, nodded to Ridge, who was playing 
poker with two of his outfit and the storekeeper, Callahan, 
and then fixed his attention on Devint, who was now talking 
to three other men. His bloated, malignant face, raised 
strident voice, and covert glance told the Lazy M man 
what was coming, f 

“ Bah ! Wimraen is all alike,” the bully sneered. 

Take that Masters girl, f’r instance; yu’d have said, an" 
Fd have said, she was a lady, too high an’ mighty to talk to 

the likes o’ us, an’ yet- ” He paused and looked about, 

sure that he had the attention of all present, and then 
resumed, his sneer deepening, “ I come on her this afternoon 
in Snake Coulee, a-kissin’ an’ cuddlin’ one of her own men, 
a ornery forty per cowpuncli, who ain’t been in the outfit 
more’n a month or so.” 

He leered triumphantly at his audience, some of whom 
sniggered. Others who had been only half listening, 
^suddenly became aware that there was a purpose behind the 
talk, and ceased their garlies to watch. Utter silence seized 
the room, and all eyes ’&ere turned upon the alert, tense 
figure of the Lazy M cowboy, at whom it ^as evident the 
slander had been directed, ^ 

Devint ! ” ^ 

The word came like a shot from lips tightly se% and wasr 
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, , . ^ ^ Jt..^ . JL ■ ■ 

m thf infLty 

at the bully thtou|h!li.Ll ey,^ oMWol fr^fS? 

" S :?1K' Sit' r“'- 

,«ly foul tbb., tuu. Wot.- H^a'^rruS 

rv„j^* the traducer, his brutal face betrayed one fee'ina 
only that of venomous satisfaction ; he had obtained the 
nec^sary provocation to justify the killing. He had m 
doubt of the issue; he was a practised guniSam^d aSii 2 

vn g“7 I bin tellin’ 

a^blusS" Look at him 

In truth, Larry’s face was red, but his voice was ice-mM 
cutting, and charged with deadly menace; the added insult 
did not cause the loss of self-control. “ 

ThemSuH ^ ^ deliberately. 

Uoh f U- 1 Stung a$ bv tL 

lash of a whip, the bully snatched at his gun. ® 

Y u damned whelp ! ” he roared. 

The guns spat flame at the same second, and the Larv lU 
cowboy ^u„ h^-rou™! uc f,„„ . blow u£ t£ i™^ “f 

roc£7 i“ hi.” f Pcvint spluttered aS „a,hf 

psfol danerlog pd^himT ht M S i'foroS’ ^ 

know." ^ Tkccc’s somedlin’ I want yu » 

He wtisperSl ^ ^ 
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Opened in wide surprise. “ Hell ! he gasped. Yu——” 
V A' raucous rattle in his throat choked ftirther uttei'ancej and 
his head fell back. Devint was done with bullying. 

Larry climbed painfully to his feet and slumped into a 
chair someone pushed forward. His wound was bleeding, 
and he felt sick and giddy. Ridge and his men pounced 
upon him and began to bandage the hurt. The hush that 
had endured ended, and the spectators of the duel began to 
discuss it, crowding round to look at the stricken loser and 
the wounded victor. In the midst of the excitement the 
* sheriff arrived, thrusting through the crowd. 

“ Hear there’s bin a shootin’ — ^allus happens when I ain’t 
around,” he grumbled. “ Where’s the corp ? ” Some of 
the crowd made way, and at the sight of the body, the sheriff 
gasped in surprise. “ Why, it’s Devint,” he said. “ I 
thought — they told me it was someone else.” An un- 
prejudiced observer might have said that he was disappointed. 

A dozen eager witnesses of the fight gave him the details 
and the officer’s bilious eyes turned with evil satisfaction to 
the hurt cowboy. 

“ Well, yu’ve shore bin askin’ for trouble, an’ now yu 
got it,” he said. “ I’m guessin’ this will put yu in the pen,” 

“ Better guess again, sheriff, an’ mebbe yu’ll be right,” 
suggested the drawling voice of the Lazy M foreman. 

He had come in unobserved, and now stood leaning idly 
against the bar, his thumbs hooked in his belt, and a look of 
mingled amusement and contempt on his face. Tyler 
jerked round, his hand flying to his gun-butt. 

“ Don’t yu,” urged the newcomer gently. “Yu ain’t 
no more fit to die than yu are to live.” 

^ Tyler’s face turned a pasty yellow 5 his gesture had been 
a bluff, and he was cofiscious that the other man knew it. 
He had no intention of forcing a fight with this cold-blooded, 
mocking devil. The entry of the Bar B owner heartened 
him, and he tried to gather together th^ shattered fragments 
of his dignity. ^ 

“ As sheriff o’ thisyer town — — ” he began. 


Yo’re a hopele^ failure — yn needn’t tell us,” Severn 
interp9secfc ‘‘Now,# see here, sheriff. Our distinguished 
citizen. Mister Bartholomew, has joined us. He don’t 
know nothin’ o’ this ruckus, o’ course. S’pose yu ask his 
opinion.” 

By this time Bartholomew had elbowed his way through 
the company, and Severn had not failed to note his Meeting 
expression of chagrin when he saw Devint’s body, nor the 
poisonous flash of hatred directed at Larry. But he 
instantly got control of his features again, and listened 
unmoved while the sheriff, anxious to transfer his burden of 
responsibility, related the facts. He saw at once the position 
into which Severn had so astutely jockeyed him. As a 
friend of Phil Masters he could not condemn the action of 
her defender. He did not hesitate. 

“The skunk deserved to die, an’ if this fella hadn’t 
rubbed him out I’d V done it myself,” he said, with a savage 
emphasis which convinced many of his hearers. “ I was 
talkin’ to him on’y a bit ago, but he took damn good care 
not to blackguard Miss Masters to me.” He glared round. 

“ If there’s a man here who ain’t satisfied that Devint was 
lyin’, p’raps he’ll step forward.” No one responding to the 
invitation, he turned to the sheriff. “Yu say it was an 
even break ? ” 

“ I didn’t see the scrap, but I’m told so,” Tyler had to 
admit. 

“ There ain’t nothin’ to do then,” the rancher said, and 
with a sneer to Severn, “Yu can take yore man away, but 
he’d better watch out 5 mebbe he won’t be so lucky next 
time.” 

“ I reckon the Lazy M can take care of itself,” the " 
foreman told him. 

With the helj) of Ridge and his ^wo riders, the wounded 
man was conveyed to the ranch. This time Phil, hearing 
them arrive, thrusu aside her scruples and went to meet 
them. At the <sight of Larry held on his horse by two of 
the others,*'her heart seemed to turn over. 
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“ What is the matter ? ” she asked. 

“ Barton had a run-in with Devint, is drilled through 

the sIiould€r'-----iiothin’ serious^’’ Severii Essured her 

“ And Devint f ” 

“ Cashed,” was the brief reply. 

T[ he girl shuddered and asked no more. Larry had killed 
a man. Product of the West though she was, the news 
affected her like a blow. Nevertheless, at her ordere, Barton 
was carried to the ranch-house and installed in Philip Masters’ 
bed As she eiqjlained to Severn, it would be easier for 
Dinah and herself to tend him there than in the bunk-house. 
1 he invalid himself, though weak and in pain, made light of 
his injury. What hurt him much more was the cold and 
aloof attitude of the girl. When his wound hid been 
re-dr«sed, he seized a moment when he was alone with her. 
i< V *0 yu all this trouble” he said. 

Yu oughta let the boys look after me.” 

She shook her head, and then, “ Oh, why did you do it ? 
To cold-bloodedly go in search of a fellow-creature to kill 

him ; It is horrible,^’ 

She saw his pale fece flush and the lines about his mouth 

harden. 

“ Devint’s kind ain’t fellow-creatures no more than a 
rattler i^” he said slow'y. “ Let me tell yu somethin’ about 
him. He an’ some others once hanged an old man on a 
charge they knew he was innocent of. Devint put the 
noose round his neck, an’ because he spoke, struck him in 
the face. Think of it, a man old enough to be his father, 
his hands tied, about to die an unjust an’ shameful death, 
an he hit him. That’s a true story.” 

" » “u him— there’s a law to do 

that,” she protested. * 

yu happened ten years ago 5 the law is a 
^t^slow, he said, and after a pause, “ I woWd do the same 

She knew that he was right j men like Devint and Geevor 
were enemies of their'kind and must be dealt with but she 
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would not admit it. She knew, too, that had anyone but 
Larry done the kiljing it would not have affected her so 
deeply, but this again she would not admit, even to herself 

It was not until the following morning that she heard the 
real story of the shooting. She had ridden in to Hope, and 
had just dismounted in front of CaUahan’s store when 
Bartholomew came along. His face grew darker at the 
sight of her. 

Lo, Phil, he said. “ Reckon yu’ll allow now that I 
was right. Yu see what’s come o’ yore foolishness, ridin* 
around with a hand ; one man dead an’ another perforated.” 

^ But that had nothing to do with it,” she cried. 

“ It had everythin’ to do with it,” Bartholomew said 
angrily. Devint’s in the ‘ Come Again ’ shootin’ off his 
mouth ’bout seein’ yu an’ that pup kissin’ an’ cuddlin’ in 
bna.ke Coulee, an Barton tells him he is a liar.” 

Phil’s heart sang within her. Larry had fought for her 
good name } he was not a cold-blooded slayer. 

" ® houn’ out 

m^elf, the Bar B owner went on. “ O’ course I don’t 
believe it, but it ain’t a very nice tale for a fella to hear 
about his future wife.” 

The girl looked up quickly. “ I am not that, Mr. 
Bartholomew,” she said. “ If I have ever given you any 
reawn to think I might be, I am sorry. You must forget it.’’ 

Her tone was cold and decisive, and a spasm of rage 
contracted the rancher’s features. He knew that she meant 
CTery word, but he would not allow himself to think so. 
With an effort he forced a smile, 

» T placatingly. 

1 haven t got the trick o’ makin’ pretty speeches, but I- 

^ I sin t takin thct as yore hnal answer.” 

I shall not change,” she said Quietly, and walked away 

Bartholomew stared, after her for a poment, his rage 
t^in uppermost and then turned and strode up the street. 
Blind with passion, he blundered into a pedestrian coming 
-the other' way, and with an oath and a sweep of his fis^ 
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hurled him' from; the board sidewalk into the dusty roadway* 
The victim of his wrath^ a smallish 'map who wore a^i^tubble 
of grey beard and a patch over one eye, picked himself up 
and glared malevolently; He was wearing a gun, and Phil 
fully expected to see the bully shot down, but with a rumbled 
threat the . stranger went on his way, directing a curious 
glance at the girl as he passed her. 


CHAPTER XIV 

The discovery of Phil’s real state of mind regarding him 
was a bitter blow to Bartholomew’s hopes and his vLity. 
lo describe him as being in love with the girl would be 
paying him an undeserved compliment, for his was a nature 
mi^pable of such a sentiment, but he had a desire for her 
“jj j still stronger one for her inheritance. The Lazy M 
^ded to his own ranch would make him a power in the 
1 erritory, and power was the god he worshipped. So that 
or the rest of the day his outfit had a trying time, and when 
Penton dropped in at the Bar B ranch-house in the evening, 
he found the owner in anything but a pleasant frame of 
mind. The foreman, who had not seen him for twenty-four 
hours, came to the point at once. 

“ What’s wrong ? ” he asked. 

D^n near everythin’,” was the surly reply. “ Heard 
about Devint ? ” j r j 

What. Devint’s dead. Yu ain’t drunk, are yu ? ” 
snapped the rancher. ^ 

“ Not so as yu’d notice it,” Penton told him. “ Like 
1 said, I met up with Devim— he’s bangin’ on the tree by 
jorby s shack, an there’s a fourth notch cut,” 

Bartholomew glared at him. “ Severn’s still playin’ that 
fool game, is he ? he growled, 

Yu can call it that, but so far he’s took all the tricks,” 
the other observed. “ Guessin’ t*at Darby has squared 
hi^If, that leaves yu an’ me as the remainin’ candidates for 
this tree d^ratin.^ Speakin’ personal, my neck suits me 
*10” t want it stretched, not any.” 

. Bartholomew made a gesture of m9patience. “ Pity yu 
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don’t say somethin’ when yu talk,”- he said with heavy 
sarcasm. . ^ .♦ , , , 

■ oughta done what I said an’ bumped Severn off 

right away,”' Penton told him. -‘The girl would ’a’ found 
some means o’ gettin’ round Embley, - It ain’t too late 
now— she’d soon forget him.” 

Damnation. ! She don’t care no more for Severn than 
a ' cat likes swimmin’,” Bart burst out It’s that cursed 
pup what downed Devint.” 

He related his meeting with Phil in the morning. 

** So she give you the frozen mitt, eh f ” Penton said. 
“ Tliiit’s a boss with a different brand, ain’t it ? I reckon 
yu gotta say farewell to the Lazy M, Bart, an’ be content 
to be second-best man at the weddin’.” 

The big man looked at the bitter, sarcastic face of the 
speaker, and his own grew blacker. 

‘‘ I ain’t feelin’ funny, Penton,” he warned, 

“ I don’t see nothin’ humorous about it my own self^” 
liis foreman rejoined. “ I thought mebbe I was expressin’ 
yore own sentiments, though I gotta admit I ain’t ever 
found yu a quitter before.” 

"‘An’ I don’t aim to be now,” the Bar B owner said 
harshly, “ What I go after, I get, come hell or high water. 
It ain’t goin’ to be as easy as I hoped, that’s all We gotta 
take chances.” 

“Well, we’ve done that afore an’ got away with it,” 
Penton allowed. “ No means o’ gettin’ Embley on our 
side, I s’pose ? ” 

Bartholomew’s smile was Satanic. “Yu must be a 
blighted thought-reader. Pent,” he said, “Yes, there is a 
way, but I ain’t got it worked out yet. For now, just 
keep on puttin’ it abouf that Severn likely rubbed out 
Masters.” 

Penton nodded.# “ Can’t pin Stevens on him too, eh ? ” 
he asked. • ■ 

“ It wouldn’t do,” Bart said. “ He couli^asy prove he 
warn’t in the neighbourliood then.” 
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“ Gettin’ rid o’ Stevens to make room for Severn didn’t 
do us no good,” th'; foreman remarked. 

“Yo’re damn right, it didn’t, but who’d ’a’ thought 
Masters would bring in a stranger ? ” Bartholomew growled. 
“ We reckoned on his givin’ the job to Devint.” 

“ Masters warn’t quite so dumb as we figured,” Penton 
said as he went out. 

BarAolomew’s grunt was one of affirmation 5 he was 
beginning to realise that he had underrated the late owner 
of the Lazy M. 

• • • , ' * ' 

^ It was a message from Ridge, conveyed by one of his 
riders, that brought Severn into Hope several days after the 
shooting. On his way to Bent’s, where the X T man had 
arranged to meet him, the foreman sensed a difference in 
the attitude of the inhabitants towards himself. Several 
men to whom he had nodded or spoken before, passed 
without apparently seeing him. Ridge, who was waiting, 
soon explained the reason for this. 

“ Ain’t wantin’ to make more trouble for yu, but I 
reckon yu oughta know that it’s bein’ generally spread 
around that yu downed Masters,” the rancher said bluntly. 

“ Bart’s men seem to be doin’ the talkin’,” Bent added. 
“ Me an’ Ridge thought yu might have a word to say 
about it.” ^ ’ * 

Severn’s .eyes darkened. “ I have,” he said quietly. 
“ I’m agoin’ up to the ‘ Come Again ’ right now to say it — 
to Mister Bartholomew.” 

“Yu ain’t goin’ alone, neither,” the X T man put in. 

“ If I could leave here ” the saloon-keeper began, 

but Severn waved him to silence.' 

“ I’m obliged, but stay put, old-timer,” he said. “ No 
call for yu to mix in this.” 

The big bar-<room at the “ Come Again ” was well 
patronised, arad had Severn needjd confirmation of the 
rumour' ateut himself, the feet that only one or two men 
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returned Eis greeting would have provided it, Bartholomew^ 
Fenton, Martin and several others were standing iifa g^?oup» 
The Lazy 'M foreman walked straight up to them. '■ 
Bartholomew,” he said. ^ ‘‘ I hear yo’re^ accusin^ me' 
murderin’, Mcasters.” 

The big man was obviously nonplussed for a moment ; 
he had not expected' such z direct challenge. But he soon, 
recovered his poise, and with a sneering grin at those about 

him, retorted . 

Well, s’pos’n it’s so i what about it ? ” ' 

On’y this,” Severn said coolly, Yu will produce any 
evidence yu got, eat yore words, or — fight.” 

I ain’t takin’ orders from yu,” Bartholomew replied. 

No ? Well, yo’rc takin’ this, yu dirty coward,” Severn 
flashed back. 

With the words, he stepped forward and his open hand 
slapped the Bar B owner smartly across the cheek. The 
force of the blow was such that the recipient staggered back, 
his face livid. With an inarticulate growl of fury he 
snatched at his gun. He had got it half out of the holster 
when a drawling voice warned ■: ■ 

“I wouldn’t.” 

Bartholomew hesitated, glaring, Severn’s right hand Colt 
was covering him, though no man had seen him pull it. 
A gasp of astonishment came from the onlookers ; Black 
Bart was esteemed the quickest on the draw for miles round, 
and he had been hopelessly beaten. For perhaps thirty 
seconds there was a tense, heart-stopping silence, and then 
the man who had the drop spoke : * 

Yu went for yore gun, Bartholomew, an’ I got every 
fight to down yu, but — stand awful still | a move of one 
inch 11 land yu plumb in Hell” 

The acid in the voice Mt into the big manjs brain. His 
hand was still on Ms gun, but he dared not draw ; he knew 
chat before he could get it out, hot.' leaA would be tearing 
through his body, Th§t crouching ^figure wiafe the narrowed 
implacabk eyes would not hesitate.. He had but to raise ’ 
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the diumb holding back the hammer, for, as the snectat.« 
quickly noted, Seva’s guns had no triggers he “ E 

4^ pining In SLnfSl, 

difference between life and death. “ 

wilf ^ ^ If'* f Bartholomew stood waiting the 
will of the man he hated. Slowly Severn backed 1! . 

Md then the gun at his hip roared. The bullet strudc 

B.,,h„Ws o!«i-back ha, jus, where the hea™ S 
orehead, grazing the skin and ripping the article 
from the wearer’s head. Four more sho^ilrL mS 
succession, and tiny spots of blood at the tops and lobes^of 

I’ve shown yu how easy it would be for me to kill vu ” 
Severn said quietly. “But for reasons o’ my own Pm 
agoin’ to let yu live a bit longer.” ^ ^ 

The foreman’s pronouncement relaxed the terrific tension 
of the room m some degree, but all knew the incident was 
not over. The reprieve from what appeared to be certain 

insolence to 

Barfoolomew, and he waited with a bitter sneer on his face 

for the next move. When the foreman spoke again his 
voice was low, vibrant ^ ‘‘gam, nis 

I’ve been told, Bartholomew, that yu are anxious to 
get yore hands on me,” he stated. “I’m givin’ yu the 
opportunity now. Shuck yore belt” ^ 7 ne 

For an instant thb rancher stared in surprise, and then a 
geam of unholy joy shone in his eyes. There\as no man 
who could live with him in a rough and 
tumble encounter; the Iamb had come wiUingly “to Z 

betrayed deep concerl- "P"™”"- 

h 1 Severn,” he whispered. *^Thev sav 

he Med a fells, with his bare hands in Desert Ed<^e.” ^ ^ 

0 t yu yroriy, old-timer,” was the quiet reply. 




THE LAW o'" THE 'L'ARIAT' ' ' ' I47 

Both men removed their vests, belts and spurs, while eager, 
hands pushed aside tables and chairs, clearing a space’^round 
which 'Muger’s customers, ■ drinks and games foigotten, 
langed themselves . in close-pressed ■ ranks. Every ■ moment 
the door opened to admit ; newcomers as the tidings of the 
impending battle spread, until nearly the entire male 
population was congregated around the arena. A clamour 
of arguing voices had succeeded the silence. 

Amidst' it all stood .Severn, watching his man, a surge of 
satisfaction in his heart. He knew that he was taking a 
great risk— his opponent was bigger-built, heavier, and 
though older, still in the prime of life — -but he did not care. 
He was a primitive man again, fighting with Nature’s 
weapons 5 he might be beaten, but even that did not matter 
if he could first sate his lust of the moment— to hurt his foe. 
He wanted to smash the sneering lips, to feel the bones of 
his clenched hands sinking into the flesh of the gross body, 
to strike and hear the gasp of pain as the blow went home. 
Yet possessed as he was by this passion to punish, he was 
cool, collected. 

To the onlookers the contest seemed almost unfair. They 
saw the great bulk of the rancher, whose every movement 
brought the muscles rippling into ridges beneath his shirt, 
and contrasted it with the slim, wiry figure of the puncher. 
Few of them had any doubt as to the issue. But there was 
one factor of which they were ignorant ; the smaller man, 
in addition to a wide experience of the rough and tumble 
Western fistic encounters, had considerable knowledge of 
the more scientific methods of the East, in which ringcraft 
and clever head and footwork could be made to more than 
Compensate for weight and reach. It would be brute force 
against brains. 

** Bartll eat him, without' salt,” said one. 

He’ll find him a tough mouthful,” retorted his 
neighbour, who had been eyeing the puncher closely. 

Barb-wire aif rawhide is what that fella’s^wiade o£ an’ 
he’s/t” « 
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Take that— to fifty,” snapped Ridge instantly 
One or two other of Severn’s friends supported him h 
they were few, and Bartholomew laughed when th^ Sj 
were increased and still there were np tfkel 

1 00 bad yu can’t get no bets, boys, for it’s ffoin’ <■„ i, 

q»o„e,,.. h. oOlcd .. ru b4’t S Si 

Mi-iSlMi” "“™*- “ C™. »■ do ib 

He had not raised his voice, and probably few if an, 
of the jostling, excited crowd caught the ^eoithet 
Bartholomew heard it, was guilty of a little star? ofTurprt 
and swore when he saw the foreman’s grin of compreheS 

0 ” ft= vasooi 

Is 

Std? feS". Sat"f ^ could sLd 

maiming was deemed permiLible.° “cans of 

For a short moment the two men faced one another and 
Aen Severn, determined to get in the first punch dSd ^n 

belt and left just above BartLlomew’s 

migS^tE theTirS 

te-at a disadt^tage . his only hope^was to Lep S opponent 
on the movcf jumping in when opportum'ty offered to^trikc! 
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Bartholomew fell into the trap 5 believing^ that his ' man was 
affaieij he went after him eagerly, only t# find thatlihe light, 

' quick-footed puncher was somewhere else. The tactics 
irritated not only the rancher but. his friends, and shouts , of 
derision,:, mingled with entreaties to ‘‘ stand , an’ fight like 
a man ” came from the ..spectators, 

Severn took no notice; he knew perfectly well what he 
was about i it was not the first time he had 'fought a bigger 
man than hiiiiselfi Time after time he darted, in, slammed 
one fist and then the other into his opponent’s body, and got 
away laughing. The shouting crowd, thrusting and squirm- 
ing to get a good view, swayed back and forth, gradually 
miirowing the space cleared for the combatants. Severn, 
springing back before an onslaught, cannoned against one of 
the Bar B outfit, and was hurled forward almost into Bart’s 
clutch. Ducking swiftly, he turned and drove a vengeful 
fist into the scowling face behind him. 

“ I can spare that one,” he grinned. “ An’ that.” 

The second blow reached Bart’s jaw for the first time 
and rocked him on his feet. The foul play brought Ridge’s 
gun into his hand. 

“ The next fella as interferes in this scrap won’t see the 
end of it,” he shouted. “ Get back an’ give ’em room,” 
Before the menacing gun and grim glare of the speaker, 
the line of onlookers ebbed like a wave on the seashore; 
the X T man had a reputation for meaning what he said. 
The offender, who had dropped senseless, was flung back- 
wards to the floor, his neighbours too intent on the battle to 
care what became of him. Dust rose in clouds from the 
boards under the stamping, scuffling feet of fighters and 
' follo'wers. Tobacco smoke hung like a haze over the room ; 
the smell of kerosene, and an intolerable heat added to the 
discomfort Shouts of eitcouragement, mostly for Bartholo- 
mew, mingled wifli the curses of those unfortunate enough 
to get hurt in the melee. • ' 

Despite all that Ridge and one or two others could do, the 
ring socfti grew smaller again, and Severn, fouild himself 
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forced into dose quarters with the big man who, quick to 
see ills ^vantage, rushed in, flailing the air with Ws great 
arms. The puncher, unable to retreat, dodged what blows 
he could, took the remainder, and fought back doggedly 
aiming for the body, which he had already selected S 
Bartholomew s weak spot. His lips drawn back in a snarling 
smile, his clenched and narrowed eyes alert, he endured 
a shower of blows which would have beaten a less agile man 
to the ground, and every now and then his fists thudded 
into the bigger man’s midriff. The succession of punches 
in one place was beginning to have its effect, the Bar B man 
was breathing gustily, and he winced obviously when Severn 
got a hit home. 

The Lazy M man, too, was being severely punished i he 
could not evade all the blows, and presently a whirling right 
raught and sent him to his knees. Amidst a howl of 
jubilation from his supporters, Bart jumped forward and 
aimed a venomous kick at the puncher’s head. Severn, on 
his feet but not upright, twisted aside, caught the big man’s 
ankle and stood up. Thrown off his balance, Bartholomew 
crashed to the floor and lay there breathless and half stunned 
bevern stood watching him, glad of the respite. In similar 
circuinstances, the Bar B owner would have stamped the life 
out of his foe, but the cowboy did not fight that way \ 
tense silence gripped the spectators as they waited, and then 
someone said satirically : 

“ Goo’-nigh^ Bart ; pleasant dreams.” 

As if electrified, the fallen giant got to his feet and 
scowled in the direction of the speaker. 

1 11 ple^nt-dream ’ yu when I’ve finished this damned 
rou^dusher, he threatened, and sprang at Severn. 

This time, the foreman, instead of retreating, came to 
meet him, and the next few mimStes were an orgy of sheer 
ferity ; neither man made any attempt to guard himself, 
^ being intent cmly on hurting the other. Severn knew 
that he w^ ma«^o do it, but the lust to pound the poisonously 
puffed face of Abe coward who had tried to kick fem when 
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he was down was too strong. In this, he had succeeded, for 
one of Barf s eyes was closing, and .the 14ood was sflreaming 
from' a, cut in his cheek 1 "Severn’s face also was^ bruised and 
gashed. ' He felt, too, that - he was weakening, . his' head 
throbbed, and his .arms ' were like lead, but ' he knew hiS" 
opponent was in no better shape. In truth, Bartholomew’s 
fall had shaken him j he was finding it difficult to get air 
enough into his lungs, his blows no longer had the same 
elasticity, and he moved more slowly. 

** Even money the little ’un,” shouted the man who had 
wished Bart good-night. ” 

If his purpose was to spur the big fellow to renewed 
efforts he accomplished it. Amidst the yells and oaths of the 
nearly demented audience, who had by now reduced the 
space for the battle by more than half, Bart closed, and the 
fight became a medley of flying fists again, from which came 
the thud of bone meeting bone, the sob of starved lungs, and 
the grunt which told of a blow successfully given. Suddenly 
Bartholomew drew himself up and swung his right arm. 
Severn saw the blow coming and stepped back, only to 
stumble over an outstretched foot and stagger sideways. 
The fist whistled harmlessly over his shoulder, but ere he 
could recover his balance, two great hands closed on his 
throat, the thumbs sinking in until they seemed to be crushing 
the bones. Choking, the lights of the saloon and the bestial 
ring of eager, writhing faces faded ou% and he could see only 
that of his foe, a livid, malignant mask of savagery. With a 
last effort of expiring consciousne^ he dashed his fist into it. 
For an instant all went dark, and then he opened his eyes to 
find Ridge and Callahan supporting him. Awkwardly 
sprawled on the floor lay the form^of Bartholomew, breathing 
stcrtorously but senseless. Some of the crowd frankly smiled 
and gave him a cheer j otiers, if they felt hostile, took care 
not to show it. S<wern grinned feebly j he was all in, and 
his throat made speech difficult. m 

What happened i ” he enquired. ^ 

“ What happened ? reputed Ridge, his face split by a ' 
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wide smile. “ Oh, nothin’ much, Yu just taoDed him « 
the an’ he laj Jown to chink it over. I'^ecta h,’l 

1^. gt. cleaned up, pore &ce look, like an l|n, 

^ost unheeded by the milling throng nonnd the Men 
fighter,^ the three of them left the saloon. One man onlv 
watched them covertly— a short, middle-aged cowboy, with 
a dned-up wizened face, legs badly bowed by constan AdTng 
r"”’ guns which hung low on l| 

™§^pi took no notice. 

The son of a gun,” muttered the stranger, with a 
twisted smile, and went in search of his horse. 

i^our later, the foreman, having removed the traces of 

RiLrPh ^ the Lazy M. 

. erly bruised and aching as he was, his principal feeling 

was one of deep ^tisfactionj he had set himself a task and 
had done It, and the recollection of the battered hulk he had 
left on the saloon floor paid in full for his present pain 
About a mile from town his horse whickered, and an 
tStraif from behind a bush at the side of 

the 

H’lst nothin’,” the traveller retorted. “ Come outa 

tha^ yu ornery little runt, an’ explain yoreself.” 

A Jn » . “ the » Come 

Again stepped into view. 

‘‘ Orders from the boss,” he grinned. 

“ nirfn>rf • ” Severn queried, 

uidn t 1 say for yu to stay at the Y Z ? ” 

Ordere from ysrtf boss. Yessir, Miss Norry ” He 

paused at the other’s laugh, and th<«n resumed, ‘‘Oh, I know 

Nor% ’ still ‘ Miss 

‘ SmT T t T ^ she says, 

^ ^letter from that njan o’ mine tellin’ ine 

cveiythirt* is ca,m an’ peaceful, an’ things is workinJ-out fine. 
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: It’s shore too good to be truei the better he makes it^ the 
wii» it k ; "Yu fork a cayuse an’ mo%Ky along. Reckon 
.yu'overpkyed yore iiand some/’ ■ 

The foreman grinned ruefully. . .‘‘Fll' never understand 
woincii,” he said. Yu can’t fool ’em. If Fd told her 
things were a bit promiscuous, she’d ’a’ sent yu just the same«. 
How’s everybody at the old homestead ? ” 

"‘ Fine as silk,” Snap Luiit replied: ** That yearling o’ 
yores gets bigger while yu watch. I misdoubt he’ll be a' 
wuss hellion than his daddy. Tried to take my gun off’n' 
roe the other day, an’ shore raised the roof when he couldn’t 
have it.” 

“ 111 bet he did — there ain’t nothin’ the matter with that 
young fella’s lungs,” the foreman agreed with paternal pride. 
“ When d’yu get here, Snap ? 

“Just in time for the show,” Lunt said. Yu ain’t 
forgot how to use yore paws, Don.” . 

“I ain’t "Don’ around here, Snapj Fm Jim Severn, 
even when we seem to be alone,” the other warned him. 
“ Yu come near bein’ in time for my funeral — I shore 
■■thought he’d j I £ me.” 

“ That last was a daddy of a wallop — me, Fd sooner be 
kicked by an outlaw boss,” Lunt told him. “ Pm glad I 
come I things don’t seem so painfully peaceful around here.” 

“ To tell yu the truth, old-timer, they ain’t all Sunday 
school,” Severn admitted. “ Listen, this is the way of it.” 

As briefly as possible he explained the situation, and the 
little gunman listened patiently to the end. Then in a 
rasping tone he said : " 

“ Did I hear yu mention a fella called Shady ? ” 

“ Shore, a square-built chap, wide as he is long, pretty 
nigh. Know him?” 

Snap’s eyes gleamed ' s/" His figure’s die on’y square thing 
about him,” he SMd huskily, “ He bushwhacked a bunkie 
o’ mine for his roll years ago. Fm dgntned glad I come. 
What yu want I shoidddo^? ” ^ 

“ Ha«tg about in Hbpe, an’ remember yu^don’4! know me 
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for now,” Severn answered. “ Bent, who runs a salobru i, 
one white man, an’ ]^idge of the X T is another. Yu’Il^bp 

^ 

The newcomer climbed into his saddle and with a wave 
of his hand trotted towards town, while Severn went on his 

_ “Snap an’ Larry an’ m’self— that’s three to draw to 
imtead of a pair,” he informed the air, and playfully pulled 
his pony’s eare. ^“Boy, we’ll beat ’em yet, an’ it in’t no 
good yu standin on one leg j use all four of ’em, yu misfit 
an’ get agoin’.” ’ ^ 

In fact, the unexpected advent of Snap Lunt, the grim 
httle gunman from his own ranch, the Y Z, constituted a 
notable addition to his forces, and one that Severn, confident 

as he was in himself, was well content to have. 






CHAPTER XV 


At breakfast in . the bunkhouse next ixiorningj, the 
foreman's battered appearance excited . speculation but no 
comment Larry, whom he visited later, and whose room 
he managed' to, reach without encountering .Miss Masters, 
was not so discreet The invalid, sitting up in bed with one 
arm in a sling, was discovering that even a slug from a *45 
may have compensations. He regarded his friend with 
frank amazement. 

** Who might yu be ? ” he enquired truculently* 

** I might be the President o’ the United States, but I 
ain’t,” retorted Severn. 

Larry looked at him critically. “ I don’t like ’em,” he 
said. 

** Don’t like what, yu jackass ? ” 

**Them alterations to yore face 5 it warn’t nothin’ to 
chuck a chest about afore, but yu ain’t improved it any. 
It don’t balance. Hi ! get off that hat, yu Si wash ! ” 

For the foreman, sitting down, had deliberately selected 
the chair on which Larry’s Stetson reposed. He stood up 
and lifted the crushed headgear. 

Time yu had a new one,” he commented. 

It is — now,” the owner said sadly. I ain’t had. it but 
a year— paid thirty wheels for it, too. Now look at it/^ 

. I i m ” said the foreman. What did yu do with the 
pony ? ” , , 

What pony ? ” asked Larry unsuspectingly. 

**The one they threw in with the hat,” grinned the 
other, and then, ** There, there, sick folk mustn’t get all het 
up. How’s the Princess treatin’ yu the^ days ? 

She’s a lady, Don,’^ the^boy replied. ^ 
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. again an’ Hi — »teil her yo're a friend 

mincj Severn threg^tened. ^ 

imploied. I m sorry, Jim, I forgot. Yu ain’t told me 

the reason for the disguise yet.” 

“ It a’"’* a dis^ise, yu chump. I had a triflin’ argument 

witn Mister Bartholomew last night, that’s alL” 

u A I *^‘‘1 disgustedly, when he 

h..d heard the details. The minute I ain’t around to look 
after yu — — He chortled iovon<?lv “ T’li « 


giri was sitting in her bedroom, staring blankly at the window 
and wondering whether she was awake or dreaming. About 


to pay her customary visit to the sick man, she Iiad paused at 

the door on hearing Severn’s voice, and, though she blushed 
now to think of it, had stayed there to listen. She had heard 
enough to convince her that the foreman was masquerading 
under an assumed name, and that her patient was an old 
friend. Helplessly she strove to fethom the meaning of it 
all, but had to give it up in despair. The one clear point 
swtned to be that Larry had deceived he®; and at the thought 
of this she melted.4nto angry tears ; there seemed to be no 
one she could tsust, 
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Larry’s surmise as to the owner of the Bar B was correci 
— he was sore both in body and mindu Ashamed to’' show 
his damaged face, he, sulked in - the' ranch-house, brooding 
''o?er his defeat So . far as bodily hurt was concerned he 
■ cared littie, for that would passj but the blow to his pride 
was one that seared his very soul, and he writhed at the 
memory, cursing the man who had dealt ■ it, savagely and 
continuously. ■ Penton found him so engaged, and there 
was a flicker of contempt in the foreman’s expression as he 
listened. 

** Cussin’ ain’t goin’ to git us nowhere,” he said quietly, 
“ I think I got some news for yu — an’ mebbe it ain’t good 
news, neither.” 

The rancher took the cigar from between his puffed lips, 
his savage eyes gleaming in their swollen sockets ; he was in 
the mood to quarrel with even his best friend. Penton knew 
this, but he was the one man at the Bar B who did not 
fear the owner. 

“ There ain’t no good news nowadays seemin’ly,” Bart 
growled. ** Spill it, an’ don’t take a week.” 

‘‘ We got all the time there is, an’ anyways, I ain’t shore,” 
Penton returned calmly. “ Yu’ve alius been reckoned more 
than middlin’ swift with a gun, Bart, ain’t yu ? ” 

“ I never met up with a swifter,” the other admitted. 

“ Till last night, huh ? ” Penton proceeded. ” Severn 
made yu look slow. But yu wasn’t — I never seen yu 
quicker, an’ yet he beat yu to it~easy.”- . : 

“ Well f ” said the big man sourly, for he did not relish 
this rubbing in of his discomfiture. 

“Who cleaned up Tarman’s gang over to Hatchett’s 
Folly ? ” the foreman asked, and Bartholomew straightened 
up in his chair. 

“ Sudden,” he said. Y u tellin’ me that Severn is— — ” 

“ Fm on’y gtesin’,” Penton broke in. “ It sticks in 
my mind that Sudden’s front name turned out to be Donald, 
an’ that young side-|:ickqr o’ Severn’s filled him ‘ Don’ 
that night in the ‘ Come Again.’ ” ^ 
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The Bar B owner’s swarthy face went a shade paler. Tf 
his foreman was rigl}^ he himself must have stood on the 
very brink of the Valley of Shadows when he had tried to 
draw on Severn, After the utter destruction of Tarman’s 
band of range thieve^* Sudden, the so-called outlaw, had 
vanished, merged m the personality of a law-abiding cattle- 
^ * fighter was not forgotten. 

« wru v"’,” , muttered, half to himself 

What the hell would he be doin’ over here ? ” ’ 

Yu can search me,” Penton replied. “ But if it’s him 
weve bitten off a bigger mouthful than we bargained for.’ 
i iwver run across him, but I’ve heard a-plenty.” 

Bart m silent, his daimged lips pursed into an ugly pout 

" if f “P dogged determinLion 

m his outthrust jaw. 

“ Sudden or^no, he’s human, an’ I’ll get him, the swine,” 
he snarled. If the yarns about him is true, he come 
mighty near bein stretched once or twice, an’ his luck can’t 

f i®" T'' behind yore 

e th, if It gets known in Hope, some o’ them cowardly 
coyotes 11 eat outa his hand from sheer funk.” ' 

” That’s Gawspel truth,” Penton agreed. ' “ As for gettin’ 

f f f « a bullet in 

tne^back, but mebbe yu has other ideas,’^ 

• •* hanged,” the rancher spat out 

viciously “ Hanged on th. tree he’s been usin’ so freely 
an then 1 11 cut a notA as’h wipe out all the others.” 

renton regarded him with a sardonic smile. “ Fine ” 
he said. Yu got his consent, o’ course ? ” ’ 

For an instant rage flamed in the bigger man’s eyes, but 
he knew he could not afford to lose the foreman’s services, -r 
SO he swallowed the gibe. 

c.;! ^ ofi>” he 

said. When the time comes I’ll play )*at same; it’s a 
shore winner, an’ will take the pot.” 

“Well, yo’re the doctor,” Penton said. ‘ Up to now 

^ in « *rke Kange Robbers” .. 
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weVe been playin’ in pore luck, an’ it’s due to turn* If 
this chap is Sudden, 'what’s his game ? He ain’t after the 
girl— he’s tied 'up a’re^^^ 

' “He' wants the ranch,’^,: Bart explained.' '‘‘An’ with 
Masters out o’ the way — ^ . 

“ S’pose he turns up agin,” the other interrupted. 

“ Masters is cashed — yu can stick a pin in that/’ the 
rancher told him. 

Penton’s' eyes gleamed evilly. ' “ Shore o’ that, are yu ? ” 

he grinned. 

“ Hold yore bosses — -I didn’t kill him, if that’s what yo’re 
thinkin’* — he was a damn sight too useful to mes but 
somebody else, did.” 

“ But then the gal gits the ranch, in time, anyway.” 

“Shore, an’ Severn’s side-kicker gets the gal, or if that 
don’t come ojfF, well, she’s mortal, ain’t she ? I dunno just 
how they got it framed up, but with Embley back o’ them, 
it looks like money from home j but they got me to reckon 
with yet.” 

“ They won’t have if yu git into any gun play with 
Sudden,” the foreman warned him. 

“I ain’t a kid,” Bart growled, “Yu give Martin his 
orders.” 

Long after Penton had gone, the rancher sat there, 
chewing the butt of his cigar, his forehead ridged in a heavy 
frown. Despite his boastfulness, his foreman’s news had 
shaken him. But the Lazy M was a prize worth fighting 
for, and — he hungered for the girl. A curse broke from 
his lips as he recalled their last meeting. 

“ I’l! have her, willing or unwilling,” he grated* “ An’ 
as for that damned interloper — ^ 

, - ■ * , ^ m ■ ' , # ■ It . # ' 

Big Boy, having zigza^ed his pony up the steep, sandy 
side of a gully and forced his way through the thick scrub at 
the top, suddenly pulled up with an oat^ of astonishment 
Five or six hundred yards away on the op£n range, half a 
dozen mm were leisurdy gathering a herd of steewrs which 
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he knew to be the property of the Lazy M. He did not 
recognise the meiv but the white handkerchiefs concealinff 
the lower part of their faces told him all that was necessary 
He tried to back into the brush unseen, but the vicious hum 
of a bullet past his ear warned him that they had been on 
the watch. Snatching out his rifle, he dived from the saddle 
and gained the shelter of a tangled tussock of gr^s. He 
had no sooner accomplished this than there came the thud of 
a striking slug, followed by the report, and his horse crashed 
down, quivered and lay still. 

Burn their ornery hides,” the cowboy muttered, with a 
string of expletives which provided fully for the future of 
every one of the rustlers. 

Thrusting the muzzle of his Winchester through the 
grass, he fired three rapid rounds, and had the satisfaction of 
seeing one of the strangers lurch in his saddle. 

“ Yu got me, yu coyotes,” he snarled, “ but I’ll shore 
make yu pay first.” 

Jor he knew his situation was hopeless; they could 
surround and shoot him down at their leisure. To his 
surprise, however, they seemed more intent on getting the 
cattle out of range, and though he fired several times without 
doing any more damage, no shots came in reply. As quickly 
M possible, the herd was rounded up and driven off by the 
horsemen. When the raiders had become a mere blot on 
“ uVr'J? cowboy arose from his place of concealment 
Well, if that don’t beat ice in hell,” he ejaculated. 
He surveyed his dead mount ruefully. “ Yu warn’t never 
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and bestowing another hearty curse on those responsiblej he 
set out.'; „ 

The journey proved to be, all he anticipated, and more,' 
The' first mile or two brought' blisters on his feet, and every 
step became an agony. The saddle, which, for convenience 
and as ...a protection from the sun, he carried on his head, 
seemed to weigh double what he knew it did, and the heavy 
wooden stirrups banged his body as he staggered over the 
stretches of sand and bunch-grass, and every bump' brought 
blasphemy until his parched throat could no longer form 
the phrases. 

Plugging doggedly on, sometimes only at the pace a man 
could crawl, he estimated he had done half the trip. Then 
he came upon a little stream, fringed with willows and 
cottonwoods, and after drinking and refilling his canteen, he 
flung himself down to rest in the welcome shade. His feet 
felt as if they were on fire, and he was tempted to bathe them 
in the cool water, but he knew he would never get his boots 
on again. The approach of evening brought relief from the 
scorching sun, but none for the blistered extremities of the 
traveller. Staggering, stumbling, and whispering strange 
oaths, he plodded on, and at last, through the gathering 
gloom, he glimpsed a light shining amidst the black bulk of 
buildings. He almost crawled the final few hundred yards, 
and lurching into the bunkhouse, flung the saddle on the 
floor and flopped into the nearest chair. Naturally his 
appearance aroused comment. 

What yu bin walkin’ for ? ” Linley asked. 

“ ’Cause I ain’t got no wings, yu lunkhead,” retorted the 
weary one. “ Gimme some grub an’ fetch Jim.” 

- Severn heard the story in silence. 

** White Masks again, huh ? ” he said. An’ they took 
about fifty head ? ” I 

Me an’ the Iitde old gun made gettin’ more a chancy 
business,” Big Boy explained, ^ 

Wonder they didn’t wipe yu out fust,”^arby said. 
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Severn shook his head ^ “ Pm guessin’ that don’t explain 
It, he said dubiously. Anyways, we go after them cows 

at daybreak} an in case it’s a trap} we’ll bc: fuli strength,” ■ 


On the ^tern horizon, a golden glow which deepened 
and spread betokened the dawn of another day. Over the 
plain and foothills a purplish mist hovered, and in the 
distance, from the peaks of the Pinnacles, great streamers of 
vapour drifted across the sky like smoke from mammoth 
chimney*stacks. The Lazy IVd was bubbling with excite- 
ment, With the exceptions of Larry and the cook, Severn 
was taking the whole outfit. He meant to be in a position 
Mt only to re^in the stolen stock, but to punish the thieves 
That he was playing into the hands of his enemies he had 
yet to learn. 

The most disgruntled man at the ranch was Larry. 
Long after the departure of the outfit, he continued to 
bewail his misfortune, even the presence of his lady failing 
to console him. ” 

, shoulder,” he grumbled. “ I’m a-missin’ all 

foe fun.” Instantly from Phil’s expression he saw that he 
had said the wrong thing. “ Aw, o’ course I don’t quite 
mean tha^ but ” 

You would rather be riding with the boys,” she finished 
quietly^ ^too quietly, had Larry been versed in foe ways of 
women. 

Red of face and very uncomfortable, he tried to wriggle 
^'^Tof the tight place he had got himself into. 

“I owe them White Masks somethin’,” he argued. 

“ Cowardly coyotes.” 

“ In my opinion, hiding beHnd a mask is no more 
cowardly than hiding behind a folse name,” she said, and 
went out of the room. 

“Now what4ie hell did she,mean by that ? ” foe invalid 
asked hicisd£, “ I shore slipped up that tim^ but she 
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needn’t to have got so sore. ■ Wonder how the boys are 
'gctdn’on . . "" „ ' 

The boys” wercj as a matter of" Tact, not unduly 
hurrying. They knew there was no likelihood of catching 
up with the rustlers, and with the possibility of a long trail 
ahead, it was necessary to save the horses as much as possible. 

Big Boy, who, refreshed by food and a few hours’ sleep, 
had insisted on joining the party, guided them to the spot 
where he had been so ignominiously ‘Vset afoot,” They 
found the carcase of the horse, already picked clean, and 
soon struck the trail of the stolen steers. It led northwards 
towards the mountains, the first mile or so being over level 
prairie. Then it turned sharply to the right, taking them 
into a jumble of tree-clad slopes, gorges scooped out of the 
living rock, thorny thickets, and little savannahs of lush grass 
through which the horses waded belly deep. 

‘^They shore wanted a job, takin’ cattle through here,” 
old Rayton said. “ Must be tryin’ to lose ’em.” 

Severn had already seen that the rustlers were breaking 
fresh trail ; apparently they were not taking the steers to the 
valley below the Cavern. The fact that they had gone to 
all this trouble and had made no effort to hide their tracks 
was giving him uneasiness. Why had they allowed Big Boy 
to get away and been content with such a small gather of 
beeves when so many more could have been taken ? As 
mile after mile of the arduous trail dropped behind them, and 
they got still further from the bandits’ headquarters, the 
foreman became more disturbed in mind. Was the theft of 
this small herd a ruse to draw his men away and leave the 
range defenceless for a bigger raid ? He began to wish he 
had brought only half the outfit, but it was too late now for 
regrets ; he could only go on. 

Noon came and went, and then, threading their way 
through a deep, roclyr fissufe no more than a tlossen prds 
wide, Aey heard the bellow of a steer. Severn gave the 
word for caution, guns were got in readiness, and the party 
pressed on. The fissur#' gavb -way to an Spm stjfetch of 
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grass, walled in by dense, pricHy shrub, and in the centre, 
peacefully browsmg, was the stolen herd. Fearin? ^ 
ainbush, Je cowboy waited a while, and then Severn, Darby 
and Big Boy rode into the open. No shots saluted them- 
the^ cattle were unattended. Darby looked at his foreman 
in bewilderment. 

“ Odd number, Ais,” he said. “ They ain’t tried to blot 
for us^Stnd.” 

I m afraid yo’re right. Darby,” Severn agreed. “ Thev 
baited a hook an’ I bit it good an’ plenty. Why they wanted 
us outa the way I dunno, but I’m goin’ to see, prom 

Three o yu vvill be enough to drive the herd back ; the rest 
will come with me.” » rest 

Leaving Big Boy and two others to put the cattle on the 
range again, the foreman and the remainder of the outHt 
headed for the Lazy M. ^ Speed was impossible on such a 
dimcult trail, even had their mounts been capable of it and 
though no time was wasted, it was nightfall ere they sighted 
the ranch buildings. Beyond the fact that no lights were 
showing, everything seemed to be as usual. They pulled 
up at the bunkhouse with a shrill whoop, a hint to foe cook 
to get busy, but there was no answer. 

‘‘ Where the hell’s that no ’count nigger ? ” Linley wanted 
to know. If he don’t rustle his pots an’ pans right speedy. 

I’ll shore comb his wool.” f i- 

‘‘Somethin’ wrong here— let’s try foe house,” Severn 
said, and led the way. 

The ranch-house was dark and silent. The foreman 
round the back door unlastened, and striding in was brought 
to a stop by a muffled groan. He struck a match and ^w 
Jonah, tied to^ a chair and gagged, gazing at him with 
goggling ey^ in which fear gjve way to relief when he 
recogmsed foe visitor. Severn lighted the lamp, drew his 
knife and cut aw|y foe gag and bonds. 

“ What foe^devil’s happened ? ” he asked. 

It was some moments before foe'ebok was ablq, to answer, 
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and then his stilFened jaws could only articulate^ “ Dem 
White Masks— dey got Miss Phil.” 

; Leaving the others to get the story-' &ut of him, Severn 
. sprang up the stairs. ' In the girl’s room he discovered Dinah^ 

: tied ;up and incoherent with fear. Setting her freej he went 
■ to seek Larry. He found that young man in like cascj, save 
that he was able to express himself and did so with great 
fi*eedom' the moment the gag was removed. , 

Yu' cuss pretty near like a growed man,” his friend said 
satirically. S’pose now yu tell us somethin’.” 

It was not a long story. Early in the afternoon Larry had 
heard the sound of horses and the mutter of voices outside 
and had concluded that the outfit had returned sooner than 
expected. Then his door opened, and instead of the pleasant 
sight of his young nurse, lie saw two masked men, one of 
whom immediately trained a gun on him while the other 
tied him up. 

An’ with this crippled wing I couldn’t do nothin’ but 
say what I thought of ’em,” Larry explained. I shore did, 
that till they jammed that rag in my mouth. What were 
they after ? ” 

‘‘The girl, an’ they got hcr^” Severn told him, and the 
sick man’s language became more lurid. 

“ Aw, what’s the use — cussin’ never cured anythin’,” the 
foreman commented. 

Before the young man could frame a fitting retort his 
friend had gone, but he was back again in a few moments. 

They ain’t taken it,” he said. 

“ Ain’t taken what, yu idjit — the bunkhouse ? ” Larry 
asked petulantly. 

- ** No, the herd money,” 

Perhaps they couldn’t find it.” 

Shucks, they couldn’t .’a’ missed it if they’d looked. It’s 
ill Masters’ desk^ tfip likeliest place 5 just whefe a girl would 
hide anythin’. What d’yu reckon the game is ? ” 

“ Mister Shady wants to see yu again | ' he’ll ojfFer to swap 
:tliegirl,]^ryu,” Larry fagoted. 
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This explanation did not satisfy the foreman. “‘I’ni 
figiM-in’ there’s more to it than that,” he said. “ Mebbe we’U 
know suthin’ else ih the mornin’.” 

_ “ Ain’t yu goin’ to do nothin’ to-night ? ” his friend asked 
indignantly. 

“ Shore thing. I’m goin’ to sleep, an’ yu better do the 
same,” Severn grinned, and did not wait to hear the com- 
mentary. 

Going down to the bunkhouse he swallowed a much- 
needed meal and retired to his own quarters. Here, he 
remembered for the first time, that he had not seen anything 
of Quirt 5 he called and whistled but the dog seemed to have 
disappeared. An examination of his room showed tliat it had 
not been disturbed, and he was forced to the conclusion that 
the girl was the sole object of the raid. What did they want 
with her ? Was the outrage a come-back on the part of 
Shadwell ? ^ He did not think this, for the crime was of a 
nature to raise the whole country against the outlaws. Only 
one other man could have any interest in stealing the girl. 
Had Black Bart carried out the abduction, masking his meii 
to make it appear the work of the bandits, or— -a vague 
suspicion, born of the chance accusation he had made just 
before the fight in the “ Coine Again,” and which had been 
dormant at the back of his mind ever since, began to obtrude 


CHAPTER XVI 


Despite the strenuous work of the preceding day, sunrise 
found the Lazy M outfit busily preparing for whatever task 
Severn had to set them. The customary air of care-free 
gaiety had given place to a grim seriousnessj for apart from 
the fact that their young mistress was very popular, the 
riders regarded her taking off as a personal insult 5 they had 
been made to look foolish, and it rankled. As Gentle crisply 
put it : 

“No damn gang o’ cow- thieves can run a blazer on this 
crowd an’ get away with it.” 

Therefore they looked closely to their weapons, filled 
belts witli ammunition, carefully picked and saddled their 
mounts, and waited expectantly for Severn, who had break- 
fasted in his own shack. Presently he stepped out, and at the 
same moment came a faint bark. Severn turned just as 
Quirt limped up and dropped panting at his master’s feet. 
Stooping to pat the dog, the foreman saw a glimpse of white 
in the thick hair of the animal’s neck. It proved to be a 
twist of paper, secured by a thin raw-hide thong. Printed 
in pencil w^ere the words ; 

“ The White Masks have the girl at the Cavern. Hurry. 

A Frieisd.” 

The missive was identical in character with the others he 
had received and the foreman stared at it in perplexity. Who 
could the mysterious coFrespondent be ? Certainly not 
Darby, for he had been with the rest of the outfit all the 
previous day. Evidently the dog had snaked after the girl’s 
captors an^ so provided file sender with a m&ns of despatch- 
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ing his message. Severn scratched Quirt’s head affec- 

. tiotetely,; 

“ Yu shore pull yore weight in this outfit,” he said. “ Hev 
Jonah, here’s another breakfast wanted an’ see that it’s a good 

■ oiie». ' He’s fetched news,” ' ^ 

The cook’s face lighted up when he saw the dog, for they 
were now good friends. Quirt limped after him into the 
kit(foen, and the foreman explained the situation to the men 
asking for suggestions. ’ 

What about sending to Hope for the sheriff an’ a posse ? ” 

ofiered one. 

The foreman shook his head. “ Tyler don’t like us none ” 
he said. “ An’, anyways, I figure this is mainly a Lazy M 
job. I’m proposin’ that we head for the X T, get Ridge an’ 
some o’ his boys, an’ smoke these coyotes outa their holes.” 

A chorus of “ Yo’re shoutin’ ” and “That’s the play,” 
showed that this plan of action was fully in accord with the 
feelings of the men, and without further loss of time a start 
was made. Larry, whose hurt did not permit him to go, lay 
fuming helplessly in his room. ^ 

“Don’t yu worry, boy, we’ll get yore Princess,” the 
foreman assured him. “ An’ make a clean-up, too, while 
we’re about it.” 

But Larry was not to be comforted : that this lady should 
be in danger and he unable to go to her assistance was a 
bitter bullet to bite on. In his mind he could picture the 
band of hard-riding, grim, relentless punchers, thrusting the 
miles behind them on their mission of vengeance, and he 
would have given ten years of his life to be with them. 

Knowing they could get fresh ones at die X T, the 
rescuers did not spare their mounts, and the trail being an 
easy one they arrived in good time. The rancher him^ f 
welcomed thym with a whoop of delight, and when Severn 
explained the reason for their visit hi&renthusiasm equalled 
their own. 

“ Will we help ? Why, yq cag’t lose us,” he boomed. 
Kidnappin’ fplks outa their own homes in broad daylight, 
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I ell ? Somebody’s gotta show these skunks that they don’t 

own the country,' 'I guess. ■ Know anythin’ ’bout 'liim J ” ; 

I He jerked a, thumb towards the ben6h,' outside the bunk- 

'house door, where lolled Snap Lunt, his hat pushed, back, his 
bowed' legs outstretched, and' a cigarette drooping from his 
thin lips. His eyes met those of the visitor' with -the, stolid 
; immobility of a redskin. 

! ‘‘ One o’ yore outfit ?” asked Severn. 

“ Not yet I drifted in ’s’morning an’ I reckon he’s lookin 
for^ a Job though he ain’t asked for it,” the ranchman replied 
“ What yu' think of him ? ” 

I “ Looks like he’d be useful in a ruckus,” the foreman said 

meaningly. “ Them guns he’s totin’ ain’t by no means 

new.” 

“ Y o’re right,” Ridge returned. “ W ell, here’s his chance 
to make good. I’ll give him an invite to the dance, Betcha 
I a dollar he ducks.” 

j “ It’s plain robbery but I’ll take yu,” Severn said, and 

smiled when Ridge, having spoken to the little gunman, 

! came hack and flipped a coin over to him. 

i “ Glad it warn’t more,” he said. “ Gripes, yu’d ’a’ 

thought I was offerin’ him a drink.” 

' “ I know the breed — ^he’d sooner fight than eat,” the 

Lazy M man said, and then, seeing a rosy little face peeping 
at him round the jamb of the door, he beckoned. 

“ One o’ your’n ? ” he asked, 

“ Shore,” replied the rancher, “ Hey, Thimble, come an’ 
say * Howdy ’ to Mr. Severn.” 

An apple-cheeked, tow-headed maid of about eight 
emerged from the doorway and came towards him, scuffling 
- her toes in the dust, and looking shyly at the big stranger. 
Severn grinned engagingly at her and set her on his knee. 

“ Fm bettin’ yu don’t like candy,” he said. 

“ Oh, I do,” slK repiifi 

“ Then I losei” he told her gravely. He slipped the dollar 
into her chubby hand, was rewarded ^ith a 'hug, and then 
she ran^iaway to show heir prize ^ to. hef' mother, ; iSe 


i 
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grmned at his host, “Reckon that squares us ” he said 
Thatwarn’tafairbet; that feUa’s a friend o’ mine He 

am t here to be hired, but yu can trust him the limit ” 

Ridge shook a fist at him. “Yu old pirut, yo’re too 
damned deep for me,” he said. “ But Pm backin’ yore 

Mounted on fresh horses and reinforced 
his men, and Lunt, the expeditioi 
rive the great tooth in the i ' 
the bandits’ retreat was situated. 

were soon covered, and then they reached the foothflis and 
broken country out of which the 


by Ridge, five of 

>n set out agairij their objee-^ 
range beneath which' Severn knew 

: J. The few miles of grazing 

mountains rose. Here the 
^ ' ere was no trail, and they had to 
twist and turn, frequently making wide detours in order to 
avoid ofotacles which could not be surmounted. Deen 
gullies, the sides of which were too steep to be negotiated, 
impenetrable thickets of young trees and underbrulh, rcS 
walls in which a break had to be found, slopes covered with 
shale ai^ weathered stone, all served to impede their pro- 

p«s. There was little conversation 5 the difficulties of the 
trail focussed the attention of each rider upon his mount: a 
cardess step might bring about a catastrophe. 

Mile upon mile of the arduous journey was covered, and 
afternoon found them amid the pines which dothed the lower 
slopes of the mountains. Winding in and out among the 
sentinel-hke tree-tmnks, and sheltered from the burning rays 
of ffie su^ both men and beasts experienced a welcome relief. 

, P’ ^ s^^orter way back,” Ridse 

remarked to Severn, who was riding with him. “These 
fellM shore picked a dandy hide-out.” 

There’s an easier trail, but it strikes the range a good- 
few mil« from yore place,” the foreman told him. “ Shad- 
w^^took us that way when he ca^ie to Hope at my invita- 

Ridge laughed. “He’ll not be asked this time,” he said 
Sv& him-good an’ plenty- 
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■' The Lazy M man smiled but said nothing | ' with Snap in 
the .party he had his own opinion as to ShadwHI’s fate. 
Behind him he could hear the gunmati’s voice j he was 
talking to Big Boy. 

: “ Yeah, I knowed Sudden, an’ he was all they called him,” 
he was saying. ■ Why, he could shoot quicker’n a man could 
count, an’ his draw was an unholy merricle.”' 

,** Fella like that’s a curse to the community,” commented 
one of the younger ,.X T men. ■ ' 

** Yo’re speakin’ outa turn, son,” the gunman said. A 
blessin’ is what yu mean. Sudden never drawed but he had 
to, an’ then — -well, there was a scarcity o’ skunks in that 
district” 

Snap’s voice had an acrid edge to it, and the youth who had 
invited the mild reproof was effectually silenced 5 the squint- 
eyed, leather-faced little stranger looked very capable of 
taking care of himself in any company. 

Presently they emerged from the pines and forcing their 
way through a dense jungle of undergrowth which covered a 
long rise, found themselves on the rim-rock of a small basin. 
In front of them the ground dropped sharply down through a 
beltof scrub to a hollow of rich grass, in the centre of which, 
gleaming like a gem in the sunlight, was a pool of water. On 
the other side the grass sloped gently up to an almost vertical 
wall of stone, bare of vegetation, ribbed and weather-stained, 
which, from where they stood, seemed to rise almost un- 
broken to where it terminated in one of the storm-scarred 
peaks which gave the range its name* Around the water 
cattle and horses were grazing, and about eighty feet up the 
cliff face was the ledge leading to the caves. Far above, 
sfgainst the azure sky, an eagle winged its majestic way. 

** Shore, looks peaceful, don’t it ? ” Ridge remarked* I’ll 

bet them cattle ain’t wearin’ their lawful labels.” 

** Diggin’ the deKjls'Wif ain’t goin’ to be asbasy as pullin’ 
a cork,” the foreman said. “There may. be -another way 
into the caves, but the on’y one I knovfof, is 'along the'fece- 
o’ the diff, an’ one mail orf the ledge could.^holciit 'against. 
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a score. My idea is this : me an’ two-three others will trv 

for the pathway an’ the rest’ll line up in the brush tS side 

o’ rb^ r any guy who comes out 

S ain’t more’n seven hundred ” 

No one had a better suggestion to offer, and Severn with 
Snap, Gentle, and Big Boy— who pleaded a personal debt to 
pat — rode for the entrance to the valley. Keeping closelv 
under cover, they presently came to the opening ^through 
which ScTCin had been taken before ; it was unguLded, and 
aving hidden their mounts they passed through. In the 
wrra they found several horses and turned them loose 
Hardly had they commenced the climb up the cliff when two 

— “ 

Evidently the alarm had brought men out of the caves 
S sharp reports echoed from the othe^ 

side of the valley ; R.dge and his men were getting into the 
game. The ascent of the path now became a perilous pro- 

iln’ cliff bulged the climbers were 

exposed to fire from the ledge above. The bandits were well 
aware of thi^ and two of them, lying prone on the ground 
waited with levelled pns for the appearance of the atLkers! 

Hug the vvall, boys, an’ jump lively round these dam 
Curves, were the leader’s orders. 

“ riS lamented. 

Durn it, why warn’t I born a lizard ? ” 

A«y.gil? yu a man’s body by mistake,” 
Gentle assured him. Git a move on, it’s as hot as thr 
mgra o’ hell. If them fellas do knock a chunk or two off’n 
yu jhere II be enough left — to cover me.” 

• if yu ain’t a perfect — ^lady,” said Big Boy. “ If I 

git^hit, I hope the bullet bores yu'coo.” ^ 

“ fip’t got a cannon,” grinned Gentle. 

'Y' ^ y^td at a time, they 

crept slotyly up foe footway, biflletsTwhistling past their eare 
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as they dodged round ' the dangerous bends. The of these 
was only a matter of twenty yards from the 'Cav^, and 'here 
they paused,^ panting, ' to deliberate. Tlie, firing from across 
the wailey had now died away, as though the marksmen had 
realised the futility of trying to hit the flattened figures of the 
defenders. Peeping round the shoulder of rock which shel- 
tered them the foreman saw one of the bandits at the top of 
the pathway cautiously rise to his feet. Instantly, away off 
in the scrub a rifle spoke, and the man, dropping his own 
weapon, flung up, his arms, staggered, and^^-pitched headlong 
over the precipice. Severn seized the opportunity. 

“ Come ahead, boys,^" he cried. There’s on’y one 
now.” 

With the words he dashed round the corner and the others 
followed. The solitary defender, taken by surprise, fired 
one wild shot, scrambled upright and ran for the cave, only 
to drop, a huddled heap, at the entrance. A shout from 
behind made the foreman turn, and he saw Ridge, with some 
more of the men, climbing the pathway. Keeping well to 
the side of the ledge, he waited for the reinforcement. The 
entrance to the Cavern, black and forbidding, had yet to be 
negotiated, 

‘‘Thought we’d be more use up here,” Ridge panted, as 
he and his men reached the top, “ What’s the next move I ” 

Severn pointed to the opening. “We gotta rush it,” he 
said. “ Risky, o’ course, but there’s no other way.” 

Bunching together as much out of sight as possible, they 
edged up to the opening, dashed in and flung themselves flat 
on the floor. Shafts of flame split the darkness ahead of 
them and bullets hummed over their heads, but owing to 
Severn’s ruse there were no casualties. Lying prone in the 
shadows, the attackers returned the fire, aiming at the flashes, 
and the walls of the cave re-echoed .the reports* There was 
the acrid smell of^urnt^owder and'the blu^ smoke whirled 
through the opening behind them. How, many of the bandits 
were opposing them the besiegers had no means of telling, 
but th^ they were filling back' or S'uff#ring Ic^s; was ^soon; 
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shown by Ae slackening of the firing. Severn whispered an 
orderf and nis men rose and rushed forward* 

Out of the gloom Same spits of fire, and by the momcntarv 
light they saw white-swathed faces at which they shot. One 
of the^ X T men dropped, and Severn stumbled over a man’s 
body just as a gun barked in his face. Clutching as he fell 
he caught the other round the middle and they went down 
together. The foreman felt two claw-like hands gripping 
his throat and struck violently with the barrel of his revolver! 
He heard the thud of steel upon bone^ a groan^ and the 
choking grip fell away. He staggered to his feet to find that 
someone had discovered a lantern and that the fight was over. 
Several of the cowboys had been hit, but none seriously. Two 
of the bandits lay dead on the ground, another — Severn’s 
late opponent— was still unconscious 5 the rest had vanished. 

“Get inore lights an’ search every hole,” the foreman 
ordered. “There must be another way outa this damn 
warren.” 

Snap Lunt had also disappeared. At the first gleam of the 
lantern he had glimpsed a shadow melting into the dark 
depths of the cavern and had gone in pursuit. Stumbling 
alorig what appeared to be a tunnel, he saw a line of light and, 
feeling above it, discovered a door. It was not fastened, and 
pushing it ajar he saw a small room, hollowed out of the 
living rock. On a home-made table in the centre a candle 
was burning, and by a pallet-bed a man stooped, hurriedly 
putting together a pack. Snap’s eyes gleamed as he stepped 
noiselessly m, dosed the door, and then chuckled aloud. The 
man s head jerked round, his eyes widened and his jaw 
dropped 5 he might have been looking at a ghost. 

“ Snap f ” he gasped, 

“ thing the same old Snap,” the gunman grated. 

Don t bother about yore pack, Shady 5 yu won’t need it 
where yo’re goln’,” 

The ruffian gaped^ terror patent in his eyes, at this peril 
from the past which fiad so suddenly confronted him. Well 
he knew thq lightning speed oPthose two hands hovering 
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over the gun butts, and he mentally cursed himself f^r having 
delayed ' his flight, for , the sake' of his ill-^tten gains. Much 
good they would be to him now this diminutive devil, with 
the 'squinting, venomous eyes, had found him again. One 
man' only in the whole world did he fear and this, man was 
before him 5 a quick death was the most mercy he could 
expect In sudden desperation he swept the candle from the 
table and jumped aside. Out of the dark came Snap’s Jeering 
voice *. 

Panicky, eh. Shady ? Well, it gives yu a better chance 
but it won’t save yu. Tell me where the girl is an’ mebbe 
ril let yu go — this time.” 

** ril see yu in hell,” came the answer. 

** Y eah, but yu’ll have to wait for me,” Lunt laughed. 
The outlaw did not reply, fearing his voice might betray 
his location, and for a few moments the silence was unbroken. 
There, in the utter blackness, the two men waited, each 
intent on the other’s life. Both were experienced gun- 
fighters, and both knew that the slightest slip would mean 
death. Shadwell stood motionless, half-crouching, his gun 
levelled from the hip, waiting, listening. Presently he heard 
a faint sound as of a boot-hed crushing a fragment of rock 
and strained his ears in the endeavour to place it. Again it 
reached him and tiie thought that his enemy was creeping 
up made him shiver. Certain that he knew the direction, he 
fired. The flash showed that he had guessed wrongly — the 
grinning, vengeful face of the cowboy was well to the left 
of the spot he had aimed at. Ere he could pull the trigger 
again a spurt of flame stabbed the darkness and his left arm 
dropped, numbed and useless to his side. The pain of the 
\;vOund wrenched a groan from his lips. 

**Got yore left wing, eh, Shady ?” ^came the mocking 

voice. It’ll be yore rig}|t next,'and then ■ 

The wounded mm fired wildly at^the sound and flung 
himself sideways, but no answering came. Had he 

made a lucky hit ? Bre%thle|sly he wait^'^fowering against 
the wall of the cave. His damaged arm throbbed- with ■ pain; 
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and he cpuld feel the warm blood trickling down There 
was'a shuffling of fpet outside the door, and a voice called • 

“ Hey, stranger, yu in there ? ” 

“ Yeah. Go away— I’m busy,” Lunt replied, and Shad- 
well shivered, for the tones were not those of a stricken 


man. 


He heard the departing footsteps of the man outside and 
they sounded like a death knell ; Lunt must be very sure 
Again the nerve-wracking silence endured and was becoming 

unbearable when the cowboy Spoke : ^ 

Listen, Shady, I’m agoin’ to give yu a chance, which is 
more’n yu gave Rafe Sanders,” he said. “ I’ve found the 
^ndlc; when I’ve lighted it, we both go for our guns. 
What yu say ? ” ® 

“ Good ’nuff,” croaked the other, trying to keep the 
exultation out of his voice. 

He heard Lunt fumbling about, saw the splutter of the 
match, and forthwith fired. But the match did not waver, a 
streak of flame spouted from the gunman’s right hip, and the 
bandit crashed forward with a bullet in his brain. For Shad- 
well’s cunning had not been equal to tiiat of his opponent 
Prepared to cheat, he had reasoned that Snap would strike 
the match with his right hand, so he aimed to the left of the 
flame. But Lunt had guarded against treachery by snapping 
the match alight with his left thumbnail well away from his 
body, the gun in his right ready to shoot Shadwell had been 
outplayed and he had paid the penalty. The little gunman 
lighted the candle and looked contemptuously at the man he 
had slain. 

“ Crooked to the end, like I knowed he’d be,” he com- 
mented. “ W ell, it’s been cornin’ to yu a long tinr* 
Shady.” ^ ® ’ 

Having n^de sure that the m|n was dead. Snap went in 
search of his companions. He found Severn and the owner 
of the X T at the jentrance to the Cavern interrogating the 
man who had bqpn stunned. IJe Wj^ a surly-looking ruffian 
and sullenly re|iised to give any information. ^ 








^ o’ THE -LARIAT. ' 

'* Duiiiio what yo’re yappin’ about/’ he said^ for the fifth 
or sixth time* , , 

Severn ' turned away* ‘* 'If he won^t talk, string him up, 
Ridge,’’ he said shortly* “ We got no time to waste on 
fools/’. 

The possibility of anything but death had apparently not 
occurred to the captive, but at the foreman’s words he 
looked up, 

** What was yu askin’ ? ” he growled. 

Where is Miss Masters ? ” Severn said, ‘‘ An’ come 
clean, or yu’ll die so quick hell won’t, be ready for yu.” 

There was a gal here but they took her on to the other 
cache,” the fellow replied, 

li^ere’s that ? ” snapped the foreman* 

I dunno — -never bin there,” the prisoner returned* “ 1 
ain’t throwed in with this crush long an’ wish I’d never 
seen ’em.” 

‘‘ Who was the boss o’ this outfit ? ” was the next question. 
Can’t say. We took orders from a square-set chap by 
name o’ Shadwell,” the man answered. ‘‘ None of us knew 
the others well ’cause mostly we had our mugs draped.” 

Somehow Severn believed that the outlaw was telling the 
truth, Yu can take a boss an’ some grub an’ beat it outa 
the country,” he told him. “ An’ if yu got any regard for 
yore health, don’t dawdle.” The man slouched away and 
Severn turned to Ridge just as Lunt came up. “ Some of ’em 
musta got clear— there’s a passage out to a ledge higher up 
the rock face, I’m thinkin’ that hombre gave us the straight 
goods — the girl ain’t here.” 

Pity we missed that fella Shadwell,” Ridge regretted, 

“ We didn’t,” Snap said grimly, and passed on. 

Ridge’s glance followed him. ** Don’t- waste' no words, 
does he ? ” was his re^nark, ** An’ I’m willin’ to bet he don’t 
waste no cartridges ^jieith^,” ' 

Yu’d win,” Severn smiled. Point is, what ,we goiii'* 
to do now?” ^ 

Leavip a couple o’ cha{^ to, -search ouf this otjher' cache w 
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toV hike home,” Ridge replied. “ Nothin’ else 

jei. 

Severn agreed. *One cowboy from each outfit 
behind with instructions to comb the country and si 
immediately they hit upon the second hide-out 
returned to their respective ranches. 



CHAPTER XVII 


: The daylight raid on the Lazy M- ranch and the carrying 
off of its young mistress,, coming so soon after the impudent 
despoiling of the Bank, aroused a wave of indignation in Hope, 
the universal opinion being that it was quite time the bandits 
were vigorously dealt with. But when the news came that 
this had been attempted, some of the inhabitants found 
offence in that This singular point of view originated with 
the sheriff and was carefully fostered by him. He affected 
to regard the joint action of the two ranches as a direct 
slight, not only to himself and his office, but to the whole 
settlement 

What’s the good o’ the law ? ” he asked almost plain- 
tively, in the Come Again.” 

‘‘ Search me,” inter] eeted a wit 

” With folks takin’ on jobs theirselves,” continued Tyler, 
ignoring the interrupter, **Now yu put anythin’ in my 
hands an’ ” 

” I til git dirty, Hen, yu bein’ what I call a seldom soap- 
user,” the same speaker finished for him, and the crowd 

laughed. 

” Allasame, the sheriff’s right,” one of them admitted. 

It was his job an’ he oughta bin given a chanct” 

An’ look what’s happened,” continued the officer, 
heartened by the support They ain’t brought the gal back 
an’ some o’ them scallywags got clear away. I’d ’a’ cleaned 
*cm up right” f ^ 

Like yu did wften they busted the bank,” said the 
scoffer. 0 

The sheriff made no j^tter^pt to reply 5 fee was satisfied. 


loo THK iAW o’ THB LARIAT ^ 

He had vindicated himself and put the Lazy M and X T in 
the wrong in the minds of some of the townsfolk, thereby 
rarrymg out the orders he had received from Bartholomew 
So that his face wore a smug, satisfied expression when he 
called at the Bar B the following morning. The big man’s 
welcome w^ not flattering; he had a wholesome contempt 
for men who allowed him to use them, and did not always 
trouble to hide it. 

“ Yo’re lookin’ pretty pleased with yoreself this mornin”’ 
he sneered. “ What’s the glad tidin’s ? ” ’ 

“I put a crimp in Mister Severn,” the sheriff gloated 
“ If he’s expectin’ a pat on the back for tacklin’ them outlaws 
he’s due for a disappointment, yu betcha.” 

“Fine,” gibed the other. “That’ll scare him most to 
death, o’ course. What do yu reckon he’ll do — ^leave the 
country ? ” 

The bitter sarcastic tone and the scornful eyes told Tyler 
that he was being ridiculed, and the complacency vanished 
from his face as though wiped away with a sponge. He 
wriggled uncomfortably in his seat and did not reply. Having 
thus reduced him to the state of mind he required, Bartholo- 
mew delivered the next blow. 

“ Yo’re a middlin’ pore sheriff, ain’t yu ? ” he began. 
“ How long d’yu reckon yu’d keep yore job if I wasn’t back 
o’ yu ? ” 

The visitor’s puffy, crimson face took on a purplish tint 
at this home qu^tion. 

“ I know yu bin a good friend, Bart,” he quavered. “ I 
never forget it.” 

“Yu better not,” Bart told him grimly. “ I’m about the 
on’y one yu got When yu goin’ to arrest Severn ? ” 

“ Arrest him ? ” goggled Tyler. “ Whaffor } ” 

Pickin’ flowers outa yore front garden, o’ course,” the 
big man said with savage irony. “ For the murder o’ Philip 
Masters, to begin yith.” 

“ But I ain’^t got a shred o’ evidence,” the officer pro- 
rated. - r <* 
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: ‘VNoj beiV sheriff^ yu wouldn^t have — others has to do 
yore job for ■ yu.” Bart retorted. But yu needn’t *to w#rry; 
about that ; IVe got a-plenty.’’ 

Yu can prove; he bumped off Masters,?'” gasped the 
astounded sheriff. 

, Bart nodded triumphantly. He’s as good as hanged,” 
lie said. Climb yore cayuse an’ Pll show yu.” ' 

, Half an hour later they rode into The Sink and turned ,up 
the little gully where Bartholomew, had happened upon thc' 
clothes of the missing rancher. When they' reached the bush 
which concealed the hiding-place,- the Bar B man pointed to 
it, and said : 

** Take a peep for yoreself.”' 

Thrusting aside the foliage the sheriff pulled out the 
wrinkled garments one by one, examining them closely. 
When he came to the hat his pig-like eyes widened. 

That’s Masters’ lid, shore enough— they must be his 
duds,” he said. “ Hello, what’s this ? ” 

Underneath the clothes, and half-hidden at the bottom of 
the crack was a gleam of metal. The sheriff reached down 
and lifted the object into view— a Winchester repeater. The 
barrel of the weapon was foul, not having been cleaned since 
last fired, and on the stock the initials “ J.S.” were rudely 
scratched. At sight of these Tyler emitted a whoop of 
exultation. , ' 

‘‘Them letters stands for Jim Severn, I reckon,” he pro- 
nounced, with the air of one who has worked out a difficult 

problem. 

“ What a head yu got, Hen,” Bart said, in anything but 
an admiring tone. “ Allasame, it’s possible they might mean 
John Smith.” 

The sheriff looked 'at him doubtfully. ' ** Yu, think 'it’s his' ■ 
gun ? ” he asked. ■ , • ■ 

** I know it is, jju fo31,” ■' Ba.rt . assured ' h'iffi, and at Ms 
meaning look Tyler grinned with understanding. “ Now, 
see here,” the rancher continued, pu'f them ' things back as,-' ; 
theywas.^ I didn’t find^m? remember. ;Tu an’ pneo’ yore ^;,.> 
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deppities, ridin’ through here, will notice the tracks, foller 
em up an discover the duds. Savvy ? ” 

The sheriff did' plainly enough, and his evil little eyes 
glittered at the prospect of besting the man who had scorned 
and shamed him and at the same time covering himself with 
glory. This would show some of those cheap-wits in Hope 
what sort of a sheriff they had. He well knew that his repu- 
tation badly needed a tonic, and here it was, “made and 
provided,” like the statutes. 

“Yu shorely have got brains, Bart,” he said admiringly, 
M he replaced the articles. “ Wonder where he hid the 
body r ” 

“^Ask the buzzards 5 why d’yu reckon he stripped 

** That’s so— no one can’t identify bones. He ain’t as 
smart as I thought or he’d ’a’ burned the things.” 

He d figure em safe here, an’ they would ’a’ been on’y 
I noticed the tracks an’ got curious 5 a chance in ten 
thousand.” 

As they turned their horses’ heads again towards the Bar B 
Tyler asked, “ Anythin’ else to tell me ’bout Severn ? ” 

“ charge him with the bank robbery an’ shootin’ 

Rapson,” Bartholomew replied coolly, and the sheriff feirly 
jumped in his saddle. 

Yu can prove that, too ? ” he cried incredulously. 

“ There’ll be no need— he’ll do that for yu hisself,” the 
rancher told him. 

“ But I thought — — ” began the bewildered officer. 

“ Great mistake. Felk like yu shouldn’t think — too big 
a strain on your intellects,” sneered Bart. “ Lemme do it 
for yu. Hen 5 yu’ll find it safer.” 

The sheriff subsided like a burst bladder. He was well 
aware that he was wholly at the mercy of this jeering devil, 
and must obey blindly, for thotTgh hg knew a little, and 
suspected much, had never admitted him to his confi- 
dence. He was a mere tool, to be used, rewarded or discarded 
at his master’s wnim. '' 
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' Whyfor did Severn' want to abolish Masters ? he ven- 
tured, ' ,, 

: I figure him an’ Embley are after the^azy M/’ Bartho- 

lomew explained. :** An’ with the girl outa the way, there 
don’t teem' to be much to stop ’em — ^barrio’ me,” 

But the White Masks took the gal an’ he tried to git her 
back,” Tyler argued, 

** Men wearin’ white masks, yu mean, same as when the 
bank was looted,” the other corrected, “ First off, I thought 
he was in with the. Pinnacles’ gang, but I can see now he’s 
just used ’em. They didn’t find the girl, did they ? Oh, he’s 
clever, damn him,” 

** What d’yu reckon they done with her ? ” 

Planted her, likely as not,” lied the Bar B owner. 
“ With no heirs— I never heard Masters mention any family 
— an’ Embley executor o’ the will, why, it’s pie like mother 
used to make.” 

‘‘ The J udge has a name for bein’ straight,” Tyler offered. 

“ The cleverest crook alius has,” was Bart’s caustic com- 
ment. 

When they parted at the Bar B ranch-house, the owner 
had a final word : 

‘‘ I hear Rapson is better an’ is startin’ up his bank again. 
Keep an eye on it $ I’ve a hunch yu’il get yore chance there. 
Have a coupla yore men alius handy, but don’t move till 
Severn gives yu the invite. I gotta take a little trip an’ I’m 
leavin’ this to yu. Bungle it, an’ yu an’ me take different 
trails* ■ Savvy?-” 

The sheriff nodded and went away, the big man’s eyes 
following him contemptuously. 

If Fd ’a’ told him it was Sudden he’d gotta arrest he’d be 
p’intin’ for Mexico right now,” he soliloquised. 

** An’ I dunno as I’d blame him much at that,” mid :an'- 
other voice, and Barthoiomiew turned to find his foreman. 
Hello^ Pent,” he greeted. How’djt go ? ” 

** Easy as takin’ a drink,” replied Peiiton, ■ No, trouble' 

s-ialL Yi^ got the sheriJ prfmed up ? ” 
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o around town in case he wants heb” 

Baft said. Things IS shapin’ up right for us, an’ I doS’t 
want any fool blufiders.” * 


In a rude but strongly-built log shack, hidden in a ciumn 
of wind-whipped, stunted pines on the slope of the second 
Pinnae e, was Phil Masters. From the moment when, in 
the hallway at the Lazy M, masked men had flung a blanket 
over her head, carried her out and tied her on the back of a 
horse, her mind had been in a state of numbed bewilderment. 
She was conscious of having been jolted about like a helpless 
sack on the back of a pony through an interminable ride. 
After the first hour the stifling blanket which muffled her 
head had been removed and she was able to breathe frcelv 
again and look about. • 

There were four men with her, two riding in front and 
two behind, well-armed, dressed in ragged range costume 
and masked. The towering peak far ahead told her that 
they were pointing for the mysterious region she had once 
expressed a desire to explore. But the fulfilment of her wish 
brought no satisfaction ; the great, bare rock gulches, the 
darkj dank woods, and the deep silence produced a sense of 
hidden menace in her mind 1 in such surroundings, perhaps, 
her fether had been murdered. Her escort took no notice of 
her, and, if they spoke, did so in whispers she could not hear ; 
it was like riding with the dumb. 

Hour after hour they plodded on, and at last, when they 
were beneath the shadow of the first Pinnacle, a halt was 
called. The men got down, lifted Phil from her saddle, and 
the journey was continued on foot up a narrow cliff pathway. 
She had guessed, of course, that she was in the hands of the 
dreaded W^ite Masks, and she now recognised the place 
from the description Larry had given her. As she toiled up 
the steep slope she found herself wondering if Severn would 
come to her rescue. 

She spent a^^eepless night siting on a blanket in a black 
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hole adjoining the main cave* Id the morning one of her : 
captors brought bread, bacon and coffee, , 

“ Wc start in half an hour,” he said 
Where are you taking me ? ” she asked, but got no 

a,nsw€r. . 

The hot, strong liquid put a little heart into, her, but she ' 
could not touch the food. , Presently the fellow returned and, 
taking the lantern he had left, motioned her to follow him. 
Passing through a long, dark tunnel, they climbed a flight of 
rude steps. Here another man was waiting and, despite her 
protests, they fastened her wrists together and tied a hand- 
kerchierover her eyes. Then came a repetition of the pre- 
vious day’s discomfort Unable to see the trail ahead, she 
wjis entirely at the mercy of her mount, and was jerked and ■ 
bumped about in the saddle until every bone in her body 
ached. She had no conception as to where she was being 
conducted, but she guessed they were still in the mountains^ 
because of the keenness of the morning air and the fact that 
every slope they descended was followed by a corresponding 
rise. Greatly to her relief the journey proved shorter than 
that of the day before. It ended at the hut in the pines. 

An examination of her prison promised little prospect of 
escape. The walls of stout, untrimmed logs, embedded in a 
floor of tightly-packed earth, and a massive door secured by 
a heavy padlock, made the place ideal for the purpose to 
which it was being put. A mere hole a foot square admitted 
light and air 5 from it the prisoner could see only a gloomy 
curtain of pine branches. The furniture consisted of a pile 
of spruce tops covered by a dubious blanket, a bench, and a 
table constructed out of a packing-case which had once con- 
tained tinned goods. Phil shuddered as she remembered her 
own trim little bedroom at the Lazy M. A clang of metal 
at the door warned her that someone was coming in, and she 
seated herself on tlje belch and prepared to present as brave 
a front as possible. The man who entered was not one of 
the four who had captured her 5 he vfe taller and of slighter 
build. |le did not trouble to remove hfl slouched hat, 



lOO THE LAW O’ THE lariat 

'y« 

‘‘ Prettier piece thk I thought yu was,” he said suddenly 

j- j flamed at the insolence in his tone. He 

studied her again for some moments, and then asked, “ Know 

^ n- ®he shook her head, he added, 

Well, I am t tellm but yu can gamble no one won’t find 
p, neither yore outfit nor that false-alarm sheriff they got 

in Hope. . , ■ ^ v 

“ • ’’ the girl demanded, 

trying to hide the tremor in her voice. ’ 

Yu’ll know that— later,” he replied. “ All I’m agoin’ 
to ay now IS that yu got one chance, an’ on’y one. There’s 
a visitor comin to see yu an’ he’ll put up a proposition. Agree 
to that an’ yu go free.” ° 

“ And if I refuse ? ” Phil inquired, and aw a hateful 
gleam in his eyes. 

“ I’m shore hopin’ yu will,” he chuckled, “ for then me 
an the boys will have to draw lots to see which of us yu come 
an’ keep house for — first.” 

The blood drained from her face as she realised his meaning. 

You — cowards ! ” she breathed. 

“ Best go light on the language,” he warned. “An’ae 
here, keep away from that winder ; it’s most all I can do to 
hold the boys in now. Pretty gals is scarce around thisyer 
neck o’ the woods.” 

“ When is this — ^visitor— coming ? ” she asked. 

“ Oh, he’ll be along,” the man replied casually, and went 
out, leaving her a prey to emotions in which fear pre- 
dominated. 

Mingled with it was curiosity as to the identity of tho, 

visitor.” This, she decided. must hp Spxrprn All 
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centred about Larry j she could not bring herself to believe 

that he was m the plot against her. ^ , 

Consumed with impatience, she disobiyed the injunction 
of the tail outlaw, and was often peeping out of the 
for a window. But only one man passed, a short, 
fellow, under whose pulled-down hat brim she could see a 
grey beard and the edge of a black patch which covered one 
eye. In a flash she remembered him as the pedestrian Bartho- 
lomew had ^yagely a^ulted in Hope the morning she spoke 
so plainly. With hunched shoulders he slouched past, not even 
glancing towards the hut. r > 



CHAPTER XVIII 

Solitary confinement is the most dreaded 
punishments, and after forty-eight hours the 
were in a pitiable state. During that time she 1 
the man who brought her food, and from him 

extract a syllable, TTbciij on the third 
had almost | ‘ ’ 

footsteps and the welcome rattle of the padlock chain, 


or a!i„ prison 
girFs : nerves, 
lad seen .only 
she failed to, 

. . T ■ ' ^ , morning, when she 

expected visitor, she heard 

1 * j j . ^ chain, Xhe 

door opened, and she sprang up with outstretched hands 5 the 
man who stood there was Bartholomew. 

“ You ? " she cried. “ Oh, thank God ! I was afraid it 
would be — -someone else.’’ 

The big man looked down at her, an odd smile on his thin 
lips 5 this was a moment for which he had waited long 
Perching himself on the makeshift table he rolled a cigarette 
Lo, Phil,” he said easily, “ Pretty mess yu got yoreself 
into, eh, through trustin’ strangers an’ turning down old 
friends. 

The girl flushed ; she felt the rebuke was merited. “ I 
can’t understand it all,” she said miserably. 

“ It’s as plain as the biggest kind o’ print an’ just as I 
suspected an’ warned yu first off,” he replied. “ Embley 
an’ yore foreman mean to get the Lazy M. These scum 
here are m Severn’s pay an’ yu are his prisoner. What he’s 
aimin’ to do with yu, I dunno, but my idea is that they mean 
to force yu to marry that pup, Barton. That’ll give ’em 
yore propert)^ an’ if an accident happens to yu ” 

He broke off suggestively and iSie giyi gazed at him with 
horror. “ I can’t believe that men could be so vile,” she 
faltered. ^ 

» “ Yu don’t know ’em, Phil,” he assured her. “ Mebbe 
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itil surprise yn to hear that Severn killed yore dad — it’s been 
proved now— robbed the bank an’ shot Rapson.’’’ ^ ' 
The girl wilted under the blow* SSe had long given up. 
hope of seeing her father again, but to learn definitely that 
he had been wantonly slain was a severe shock. 

An’ if Tm figurin’ wrong,” continued Bart, watching 
her narrowly, “ what’s Embley doin’ in this camp I ” 

Judge Embley — ^here ? ” she cried in. amaze. 
Bartholomew contented himself with a nod. Phil tried 
to think, to find some reason for the presence of her father’s 
friend in this den of thieves, but she could not 5 the Bar B 
rancher must be right, she concluded. 

But you’ll take me away, won’t you ? ” she asked eagerly, 
I’m afraid— horribly afraid” 

The man’s cunning eyes gleamed with satisfaction! this 
was the frame of mind he wanted her in. 

Can’t say as I blame yu,” he returned. “ ’Pears to me 
yo’re at the mercy o’ the scaliest lot o’ scamps I ever clapped 
eyes on. As for gettin’ yu away, that won’t be easyj it’ll 
depend on yu.” 

“ On me ? ” she queried. 

** Shore,” Bartholomew smiled. Yu see, it’s like this, 
Phil. I once happened to save the neck o’ the chap in charge 
o’ this gang, an’, strange to say, he’s grateful He knew I 
was interested in yu an’ sent me word. Now, here’s the 
point : these fellas are tough, but they ain’t anxious to tangle 
with Black Bart In other words, they won’t interfere with 
anythin’ or anybody belongin^ to Savvy ? ” 

“ Tm afraid I don’t,” she said doubtfully. '■ 

‘*Fm proposin’, Phil,” he smiled. “Not, I reckon, in 
<he way a girl likes to have it done, but yu gotta admit the 
position is a mite peculiar. On’y as my wife will these 
rogues let me take yu away. The Judge is^here to tie the 
knot, an’ if Severny’s gaftiblin’: on makin’ yu marry his side- 
kicker, won’t it be a jar to find yu got a husband , already, 
huh?”^ . , ^ 

Phil ]|j$tened with a siifking heart ftowevei guilty the • 
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foreman and his friend might be^ she did not want to wed 
Bartholomew. Yet there seemed to be nothing else to doj 
and the fearful futurl smirkingly promised her by the bandit 
leader if she refused this offer was ever present in her mind. 
Slumped against the wall of the hut she strove to compose her 
thoughts. 

** The Judge may not be willing,” she temporised. 

** When Fve had a talk with him, I figure he will be,” 
Bart said grimly. ‘‘ I know more’n he thinks.” 

The girl closed her eyes wearily, and in sheer desperation 
was about to consent when a sibilant whisper reached her ears 

‘‘ He’s lyin’. Don’t give in 5 play for time.” 

Her start of surprise passed unnoticed by the rancher, who 
was awaiting her answer with a smile of expectant triumph. 
Though she had no idea who the mysterious adviser might 
be, she was ready to clutch at any hope, and the thought of a 
possible friend gave her courage. 

You must let me have time to consider,” she said. 

The big man’s face darkened with disappointment. “ We 
ain’t got none to waste,” he reminded her, I took a big 
risk cornin’ here, an’ to hang about is a bigger one. There’s 
somethin’ else I oughta told yu. * Severn ’ ain’t the real 
name o’ yore foreman 5 he used to be pretty well knowed as 
‘ Sudden,’ Yu’ve heard o’ him, I guess.” 

Her face blanched. Sudden, the outlaw ! She remem- 
bered the tales told of his reckless courage, marvellous marks- 
manship, and the dexterity with which he time after time 
eluded capture. She did not know that, although ostensibly 
a hunted criminal, he was actually working on the side of the 
law, and that the crimes attributed to him were committed 
by others. Such a man as she conceived Sudden to be mighi 
be guilty of any outrage and would show no mercy. 

“Well,” Bartholomew said, “knowin’ that, yu still 
wantin’ time ? ” ^ 

“ Don’t weaken,” p.me the warning whisper. 

“ Yes, I must think,” Phil said faintly. 

' ^ Bartholsmew’s patience was '"becoming exhausted 1 his 





voice had a verj palpable sneer in it as he retorted, “ Oughtn’t 
to need much thinkin’ about — ^the choic^ o’ leavin^ here as 
my Wife or 'Stayin’ to be the playthin’ o’ these cow thieves. 
Instantly, by her expression, he saw that he had made a mis- 
take, and hastened to mend it by adding, “ I overheard some 
of ’em talkin’,” 

But the damage , was done 5 the fact that he had used the 
same threat as the outlaw had engendered suspicion in the 
girl’s mind, and Bart’s explanation, quick and plausible aS' * 
was, did not remove it. So that it was with a frowning face 
and nothing settled that he left her, with the stated intention 
of interviewing the Judge. 

** An’ when I’ve fixed things with him yu’Il have to 
up yore mind, Phil,” he warned. I ain’t goin’ to be fooled 
with.” ■ 

He went out and she heard the key grate in the lock. She 
had but one hope — the unknown whisperer. A scrutiny of 
the wall behind her showed that two of the logs did not quite 
meet, the space enabling the listener to hear and make him- 
self heard. Was it the outlaw trying to trick her into throw- 
ing away her chance of escape ? She did not think so 5 the 
voice had seemed agitated. She could not see through the 
crack, and, though she waited eagerly, the silence 
unbroken. 

Bartholomew had not far to go, a mere twenty pacei 
through the trees brought him to another hut, similar to the 
one he had just left. Inside this, lolling easily on a bench and 
puffing a cigarette, he found the D^ert Edge jurist. For a 
moment the prisoner blinked in the sunlight which poured 
through the door, and then, recognising the visitor, greeted 
him sardonically. 

** Mornin’, Bartholomew, have they got you, too ? ” he 
asked. ‘‘ Or are you the chief, by any chance, of this choice 
collection of gaol-fodder' i ® "■ 

Wrong both guesses,” ffeplied the rancher. 

Ah, well, then I ha^en^t to thank yo^ for my arrival 
here ? ” Etpbley proceeded. 
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Noyjbut yu may have to for yore leaving®' Bart told him. 

V And the priccf, Bartholomew ? the Judge^ quericdj: his 
glance measuring me man. 

A small service .which ’ll cost yu nothing/’ was ' the; 
reply.' 

Humph !. ”' commented the old man drily. I think I’d 
rather pay cash. And the nature of this— service f ” 

Just the marriage service,” grinned Bart. 

The Judge’s eyes widened and he rose with alacrity. 
‘‘Delighted,” he said. “I believe matrimony to be the 
; o* Jy risk you haven’t indulged in. Does the ceremony take 
place at the Bar B ? ” 

“ No, here,” the rancher replied. 

“ Well, why not,” Embley said lightly. “ A wedding and 
honeymoon in the mountains 5 most romantic, I must, 
however, know the lady’s name and if she is willing.” 

“ The girl is Phil Masters, an’ she is willin’,” Bartholo- 
mew bluntly told him. 

The Judge sat down again. “ Miss Masters here ? ” he 
said sternly. “ What does this mean ? ” 

“ It means I’m wise to yore game, Embley, an’ I’m goin’ 
to beat it,” the Bar B man replied. “Yu got hold o’ Masters, 
framed-up his will, with yourself as executor, an’ put yore 
man Severn in as foreman. Then Masters disappears an’ yu 
got a free hand. The girl marries the fella you provide an’ 
mebbe she disappears too, an’ yu grab the Lazy M. Pretty 
sound scheme, I gotta hand it yu.” 

Embley stared at him in blank astonishment. “ You have 
more imagination than I ever gave you credit for, Bartholo- 
mew,” he said. 

The big man took no notice. “The on’y mistake*^yu 
made, Judge, was not countin’ me in,” he continued. “ Phil 
Masters has^ been promised to me for quite a piece, an’ Fm 
goin’ to have her. Yore conseru ’pears to be necessary an’ 
we figured the best jyay to get iFwas to have yu do the deed.” 

“ So you sent^yoi^ cut-throats tq^fetch me, huh ? ” Embley 
'"said. ^ ^ 
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‘‘ I don’t own ’em: — they was hired for the Job,” Bar 
explained,: adding darkly:; “ But I reckon they’! 'do ms I 

.tell ’eni.” ' I ' 

: The Judge replied that ho hadn’t a doubt of it, a remark' 
which deepened the frown on the other’s face. 

See here. Judge, there’s no sense in travellin’ six miles 
to cover one,” he said, “ I ain’t unreasonable an’ I’m 
makin’ yu an offer. Marry me an’ Phil, turn 'Severn down, 
an’ I’ll split the Lazy M three ways. . What yu say ?■” 

That you are a precious rascal,” Embley answered. 

Yu refusin’ ? ” snarled Bartholomew, 

‘‘ Did my reply sound like an acceptance ? ” smiled the old 
man. , , , 

The rancher stood up, his face poisonous with passion, his 
hand gripping his gun. 

Yo’re a damn fool,” he cried. “ What’s to prevent me 
from Mowin’ yu apart right now ? ” 

“ Several things,” laughed the lawyer, “ In the first 
place, you wouldn’t get that consent.” 

Bah ! Your successor 

“ Would be Governor Bleke, an old friend of mine, who 
would certainly carry out the instructions I have left,” 
Embley stated coolly. And he would ask questions, 
Bartholomew, questions you might find difficult to answer. 
In the second place, by killing me you put yourself in the 
power of these bandits — a very unwise thing to do j and, in 
the third place, Severn would shoot you down for the dog 
you. are.” .... 

This time it was the Bar B man who laughed. 

** He’ll have to come back from over the Divide to do it,” 
he jeered. If .the sheriff of Hope ain’t lost his nerve, 
Mister Severn is sittin’ in a cell about now.” 

The Judge stood up, the eyes beneath the bushy brows 
like chilled steel ^ * 

u ^hat charge ? ” he thundered. 

“ Just robbin’ the bank an’ shootin’Hapson, to say nothin’ 
o’ murderin’ Masters,’" sii^red Bartholtoew. He’ll ^ 
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aWy/r’'® if they ain’t tried him 

was the lawyer’s comment 

1 he evidence don’t say so. It’U take a clever feik tn 
Sbg.™ ^ deadwood on him, shore 

Embley looked at his informant and decided that for once 
the man was not lying. The news had perturbed L a^dS 
realised bat he was powerless. Even if he gave in and 
married Bartholomew to the girl he knew he wouwL le 
released, and the signing of the certificate might even be his 
own death warrant— accidents could easily be engineered in 

S' ” 

Jlf' him steadily. « Bartholomew, some 
day 1 shall sentence you to be hanged,” he said. 

Tbe quiet conviction in the speaker’s voice robbed the 
words of any semblance of threat, and, despite his hardihood, 
tim rancher was conscious of a momentary chill ; the only 

u *0 “ahe him more angry 

I hold the cards, yu old mule,” he said harshly. “ I «n 
keep yu here till yu rot.” A sudden thought came to him 
Do yu redise what it will mean to the girl if yu don’t 
marry us r ^ 

“ Yes,” said Embley scornfully. “ She wiU escape a life of 
misery and degradation.” • 

Bartholomew laughed hideously. “ Wrong— that’s just 
what she^U get, for I’ll let the White Masks Lve her,’’ he 
u “e to be hanged, eh^? Well, yore pig- 

headed otetinacy wiU sentence her to somethin’ a damn sight 
worse, an yu can stick a pin in that.” 

The Judge looked at him with<!loathing. 

•j w®''® needed to.^iinch'' my decision, you’ve 

said It, he replied stowly. “ Such a thing as you is I com- 
.plete justificatioir for men like Su'dden} they do for the 
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commiiBity ; what the siirgeon do^ for the hiiman hody~ 
cut away poisonous growths*’’ ' 

^ Hardened as he wasj the bitter contemf t In the old man’s 
?oke seared the, rancher like oneof his own branding i.rons*',. 
Purple, with passion, he. .struck ,sava.gel3r5 hurling^.his victim 
against the wall of the cabin, limp, his' knees sagging, and the, 
blood trickli ng down , fro.m his cut ■ cheek. 

That’s on’y a sample' o’ what yo’re askin’ for,” he 
sneered; As for yore friend Sudden, or Severn,' as he calls 
, himself now, I’ve told yu a’ready he’s got somethin’ else to 
tE,ink..o,£”, , 

So .you know that, do you ,E”'Embley rejoined. : Well, 
I don’t think Fib a ..timid man, Tut in your shoes, Bartholo- 
. mew, Fd be afraid. ' Sudden will get you.” 

..“ Bah, yu .can’t scare me, old-timer,” Bart said, with a 
contemptuous laugh, I’ve got him, an’ where the hair’s 
short, .too. .Likewise, I’ve , got jou. Toe the line, Embley, 
or Fll fix tilings so that 'hell w.ill be a welcome change to 
yu*”.: 

: He went out, slamming and; locking the door, leaving, 
though he did not know it, a well-nigh despairing prisoner. 
Embley had kept.up a bold front and had no intention of 
giving in, but he could' see no gleam of hope* Bartholomew 
was playing for a big stake, 'and he well knew the desperate 
character of the , man* With Masters d^d, Severn in custody, 
and the girl also in the hands of the bandits, the Bar .Bowjifer 
did indeed, as he had boasted, hold aB the cards* 
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CHAPTER XIX 

1 HE Lazy M outfit was not in its customary happy frame 
of mind, for it was suffering from a sense of failure. A 
crushing blow had been administered to the bandits, but the 
chief object of the expedition had not been accomplished. 
The most disgruntled member was the man who had not 
been able to go. Larry, on his feet again but with one arm 
in a sling, had made the foreman’s life a burden for the first 
twenty-four hours after the men returned. 

** I tell yu we done all we could,” Severn told him for 
about the fiftieth time. “ What’s the good o’ yu walkin’ 
about lookin’ like a wet hen ? Soon as we get word from 
Rayton, who knows the country an’ is a good tracker, we’ll 
hike up there an’ fetch the girl home. I don’t reckon tliey’ll 
harm her none.” 

“ Mebbe that’ll be days,” objected Larry. I oughta 
go 

** y u ought — to blazes,” his friend retorted. ‘‘ Get Gentle 
to sing — that’ll soothe yu. No, I ain’t goin’ there j I 
gotta ride to Hope, though I’m admittin’ there ain’t much 
difference, an’ I don’t want no lovesick cripples with me 
neither.” 

With which frank expression of his sentiments the fore- 
man escaped, got his horse, and rode into^town. It was early 
afternoon when he arrived and the street was empty. The 
sun was blazing overhead, and he was indulging in pleasant 
anticipation of a cooling drink 6t Bent’s when he noticed 
that the bank was open again. ^ Jumping down, he trailed 
the reins of his pony and walked in. The banker was there, 
^looking weak aad ilt He greeted Severn with a dubious 
sort of ^Je. ^ 
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Glad to see yu back, Mr. Rapson,"’ said the foreman. 

Settin’ up yore game^ again, eh ? ” • ^ 

“ Yes, I am having another try,” the banker said. “ Folks 
here have been kind — they ain’t blaming me. ' Mr. Bartholo-' 
mew, for example, he. paid in five thousand the day before 
the robbery and, rightly speaking, I owe him the 'money, but 
he won’t claim — says he’ll take bis chance of the cash being 
recovered ; others have followed his lead.” 

“ Why, that’s mighty generous,” Severn allowed.' ■ An’ 
mighty clever,” he added under his breath. They talked on 
different topics for a moment or two, and then Severn said, 
“ I was wonderin’ if yu’d mind breakin’ these up for me, I 
got some small payments to make.” 

He produced four one-hundred-dollar bills and pushed 
them across the counter, Rapson glanced at them and shot 
a suspicious look at the unconscious cowman. His fingers 
were trembling as he picked up the notes. 

“ Certainly, Mr, Severn,” he said huskily. “ You don’t 
mind if I send my clerk out on an errand first, do you ? ” 

“ No hurry,” the foreman assured him and rolled a cigar- 
ette while the banker consulted a ledger and gave his 
assistant whispered instructions. When the youth had 
departed Rapson began to slowly count out smaller notes. 

“ Nervous as a cat,” the customer reflected as he noted 
the way the man watched the door, and his shaking hands 
checking and re-checking the little pile of paper. “ Well, 
yu can’t wonder.” Aloud he said : “Yu got any hope o’ 
tracin’ the stolen money ? ” 

“ I didn’t have much until to-day, but I think now there’s 
a chance,” Rapson replied. . 

^ He spoke loudeif and much of his nervousness seemed to 
have vanished. Hearing footsteps, Severn turned and saw 
that the sheriff, with his two deputies, had entejed the bank. 
Behind them, framed in'Ae doorway, were several citizens, 
andothers were arriving e^fcry moment He scented trouble. 
All three officials had tl^eir hands in c&se jjroximity to their 
guns, al<^ the expression ®*of malignant^ triumph on 
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sheriff’s features was as plain as^ print Twisting' half round 
so "that 5ie faced ^.them, the foreman ' leaned: agaimt the 

counter, thumbs rcpting in his belt, and grinned genially. 

Step right up, sheriff, my business is about through,” he 
said, ' 

■ The officer eyed him malevolently. ■ Yore' business ain’t 
begun,” he snarled, “ Where’d yu git them notes yu just 
cashed ? ” 

“Well,! dunno as it’s any concern o’ yores, but I gat 
’em here,” Severn drawled. 

Someone in the crowd behind sniggered and Tyler’s fece 
crimsoned. “ I know damn well yu did, but mebbe yu won’t 
find anythin’ funny about it presently,” he retorted, 

“Yu got me guessin’,” the puncher said. “Them notes 
are part o’ the sum I drew out o’ the bank the mornin’ it was 
raided. Ain’t that so, Rapson ? ” 

The banker shook his head. “Those four notes you 
handed me just now were part of the stolen money,” he 
stated. 

A buzz of interest came from the onlookers, some of whom 
had now invaded the floor space of the bank. Severn stared 
at the man of figures in blank amazement ; then his eyes 
chilled, and in a low, even tone, he said ; 

“ I’m supposin’ yu’ve made a mistake, seh.” 

The banker sensed the menace, but, though his face was 
deathly white and his lips trembled, he answered without 
hesitation. 

There can be no mistake. Here is a list of the numbers 
of the larger notes taken and I gave the sheriff a copy of it 
after the robbery. You can see for yourself.” 

He held out the list and the notes. Severn compared them 
and nodded ; the numbers of the notes he had cashed were 
undoubtedlj; there. The banker flapped open a book, took a 
slip of paper and wrote rapidly. <"When he had finished he 
passed over the slip. ' 

“ There arc the numbers of the notes I paid you,” he 
.^aid. ^ 
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The foreman Studied the knitted his brows' in an 

•effort to solve the mystery, ' How it ha^ come about was 
more than he could fathom, but he ■ r|Cogmsed .that the 
eFidence was conclusive and that he was in a very tight 
corner, , Slipping the list' into his vest pocket .he laughed and 
looked at Tyler, 

Yu honestly think if Fd got them notes the way yu say 
Fd be chump enough' to try an’ change ’em here.? ” he 

.queried, ' 

** Oh, the cleverest crook makes mistakes — ^that’s how we 
catch ’em,” Tyler bragged. An’ yu didn’t know we’d got 
the numbers.” ' 

** Well, I dunno how yu did it, sheriff, but it shore looks 
a neat frame-up,” Severn said, “ I s’pose yo’re goin’ to 
charge me with helpin’ to loot the bank ? ” 

“ Yu betcha—’mong other thinp. The shootin’ o’ 
Rapson for one,” snapped the officer, 

Severn’s features expressed concern. “ My gracious, did 
I shoot yu, Rapson ? Fm right sorry.” 

“ An’ the murder o’ Philip Masters,” the sheriff added 
crushingly. 

But the accused declined to be crushed 5 he only laughed. 
“ Yore memory ain’t what it oughta be, Tyler,” he quizzed. 
“ Y u’ve forgotten to put in the assassination o’ President 
Lincoln,” 

“ I dunno nothin’ ” Tyler was beginning when 

Severn cut him short 

“ Gentlemen, hush ! ” he said solemnly. “ The sheriff 
has told the truth at last ! ” 

Furious with rage at the laugh which this raised, Tyler 
started to pull his gpn, remembered that this man had easily 
beaten Bart to the draw, and thought better of it But his 
movement did not pass unnoticed. 

“ If yo’re wantin’ a pack o’ cards Fll get'^’em, Hc%” 
caiy a sarcastic voice fromi behind. 

The badgered officer darted an angty glance in the direc- 
tion of the speaker, “ Tcawdo without a pack o’ fools any- 


and, turning to his two men, he added 
“lake his guns.’V ^ 

Neither of the deputies betrayed any great eagerness for 

the task and the puncher smiled* 

“ Better go slow, sheriff,” he warned. “ I’m a peaceable 
man up to a point, an’ I got every respect for the law— for 
the law, I said, sheriff, not for the pin-eyed parasites who 
sometimes misrepresent it — but I don’t like bein’ rushed.” 

“ Huh ! if I say the word, we can blow yu apart,” the 
officer blustered. 

Severn did not seem to change his lolling attitude, yet 
with a motion that baffied the sight his guns were out 
levelled from the hips. 

“Give yore orders, Tyler— to the undertaker,” he 
mocked. 

The blood fled from the sheriff’s face and the crowd surged 
back towards the door, as eager to get out as it had been to 
enter; the bank had not been built for gun-fights. The man 
with the drop watched with saturnine amusement, 

_ “ No need for panic, gents,” he said. “ The sheriff an’ 
his deppities will elevate their paws an’ hear what I’ve to 
say.” The command was obeyed without hesitation. 

“ Yo’re resistin’ arrest — that constitutes another charge,” 
Tyler protested. 

“ Well, yu can’t hang me but once, which is a consolation 
when yu come to think of it,” the puncher grinned. “ An’ 
I ain’t resistin’ anywaj^ but I gotta little matter to arrange 
before I accept yore kind invite, sheriff. Yu see, there’s no-one 
in charge at the Lazy M an’ the boys are liable to paint for 
war when they hear about this, I want someone to take ’em 
word from me that they ain’t to sit in, a#i’ Judge Embley. at 
Desert Ed^ has to be told ; he’ll know what to do.” 

There t^jas a movement near the door and Snap Lunt 
pushed his way unceremoniously diroiigh the onlookers. His 
lace betrayed no recognition of the Lazy M foreman. 

t*‘ri! take them messages. Mister,” he offered. “ I was 
..agoin’ tQ. Deserf Edge anyhoW.” 
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FIB' certainly obliged to yuj” Severn said gravely. 

Here, I reckon I got a ' word to«isay ’bout* this,^' the 
sheriff interposed. ' # ' 

: Lunt looked at him with narrowed eyes. Y u claimin’ 
to interfere with my movements ? ’’'he .asked., acidly. 

Tyler had nothing to say to this challenge and with a 
gesture of contempt the little gunman headed for the door. 
He had almost reached it when a foot scraped. Instantly 
Snap' sprang, turning in the air, and when he landed on his 
feet again he was facing the sheriff, with both guns out anci 
venom in his slitted eyes. A few seconds of blood-chilling 
silence and then Snap realised that no sinister move was 
intended 5 his leathery features wrinkled into a hard grin. 

« Sorry, folks,” he apologised. “My nerves ain’t just 
right ' these days.” 

After he had backed through the door and vanished the 
sheriff gave vent to an audible sigh of relief. One of the 
deputies expressed the general feeling. 

“ He oughta get them nerves seen to,” he said. “ I’m 
hopin’ he finds the air o’ Desert Edge suits his complaint 5 
foolin’ with him’s ’bout as safe as treadin’ on a rattler’s 
tail” 

“ He’ll find thisyer town too hot if he comes any more o’ 
them capers,” Tyler growled, his courage returning when the 
danger was over. “ Now, Severn, what’s the word ? ” 

The cow-puncher unbuckled his gun-belt and held it out 
“ Havin’ made my arrangements I’m entirely at yore ser- 
vice, sheriff,” he mocked. “Yu got the wrong man, but a 
trifle like that won’t worry yu, Fm shore.” 

The officer did not reply to the insult; this tame sur- 
render of a man regarded as desperate and dangerous made 
him uneasy. He felt, too, that he had presented a poor 
figure, the jeering indifference of the prisoner .Jiaving robbed 
him of a spectaculai;triuitiph. Only when Severn, his hands 
with a strip of rawhide, was safely under lock and key 
did his captor begin to Recover his self^teena. 


CHAPTER XX 

Hope Again not being sufficiently civilised to boast of a 
regular gaol, offenders against the law had to be content with 
constructed for the purpose at the back of the 
sheriff s quarters. The walls were of ’dobe, two feet thick 
with a core of stout logs, light and ventilation being provided 
by an unglazed opening a foot square defended by a strong 
iron bar. This last must have been added for effect, sina 
mly a small child could have passed through the aperture. 
The door was massive, and secured by a heavy lock. A 
round hole in the upper part enabled the inmate of the cell 
to be spied upon. A pallet bed and a bench comprised the 
furniture, 

Severn, having noted these details, rolled a dgarette as 
well as his bound wrists permitted, lighted it, and gave 
himself up to meditation. Jaunty as he had shown himself 
in ffie presence of the sheriff, he was well aware that his 
position was anything but a pleasant one. The finding of 
the stolen notes in his possession would be a sufficient proof 
for most men. 

ril begin to believe I did rob the durn bank presentlv,’’ 
he muttered. ^ 

Painstakingly he turned the matter over in his mind, 
seeking for some clue that might provide an explanation, and 
suddenly it came to him, ^ When the bandits had raided tlj^e 
jLazy M and stolen the girl, the money had not been taken, 
though it was in a place where the most casual search must 
have unearthed it. At the time it4iad struck him as curious 
that such men should forego an opportunity for plunder. 

“ They rung the changes on me,” he soliloquised. “ Took 
my notes an’ lefr stolen ones k their place. But why ? 
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Shadwell' might ayone it outa spite, but he wam’t the ‘Sort 
o’ man to pass up most of two thousand plui^, it 
wouldn’t be his way o’ evenin’ up.” ' 

Though he was satisfied that he ha^ solved the mystery 
of bow the stolen pioney had come into his 'possession, he 
could see no way of proving it, and as many of the inhabitants 
of Hope had suffered by the bank robbery, he knew his 
chances of clearing himself were slim indeed. So far as the 
murder charge was concerned he did not give that much 
thought, regarding it as mainly a bluff on the part of Tyler. 
Nevertheless, he did not propose to remain idlei there was 
a certain evidence he hoped to be able to hand to Embley. 

‘‘ I gotta get outa this,” he muttered, and began to 
consider how that might be achieved. 

Nothing could be done until his hands were free, and he 
strained at the thongs 5 they did not yield in the least. 
Then he tried the knots with his teeth, but the man who had 
tied them knew his job. An idea occurred to him. Going 
to the door, he yelled, and immediately one of the deputies 
appeared. 

“ What’s yore trouble ? ” he growled. 

Till rst,” replied the prisoner promptly. “ This damned 
hole is like an oven.” 

** Yu can have some water,” the fellow told him. 

Generous, ain’t yu ? ” Severn sneered. “ Aw rights but 
I don't want no thimbleful, neither. Bring a bucket — Pm 
as dry as a temperance talk.” 

The man grinned and went away, to return presently 
with a pail of water and a tin dipper, putting them down 
just inside the door. 

** There yu ar^ an’ don’t make a beast o’ yoreself,” he 

said facetiously. 

The prisoner did not reply to this pleasant]^, but having 
made sure that the was not watching Jbiim from the 
^j-holc, he took a 3r!nk,#nd kneeling down by the bucket, 
plunged his bound wrists into the water and kept them there. 
At the end of half an hour^he had the saisfaction of finding 



204 ; ’TH E LA W O’' T H E' L ARI AT 

the rawhide give a little. Working at the bonds and 
renewing^ the soakWg at intervals, he succeeded after some 
hours in stretching, them sufficiently to slip them off when 
he wished. 

Darkness was drawing on before he made his next move. 
Tyler, he surmised, would spend his evening, as usual, at the 
“ Come Again ” — ^he could vision him strutting about like a 
vain-glorious bantam — ^and the two deputies would be left in 
charge. As the dusk deepened he again began to shout 
through the door, and the man who had answered the 
previous summons showed himself. 

** What yu belly-achin’ about now ? ” he asked. 

“ Belly-achin’ is right,” Severn snorted Don’t yu feed 
folks in thisyer sumptious ho-tel ? ” 

Damme if I didn’t forget about yu,” the man cliuckled. 
‘‘ See what I can do.” 

So will I,” murmured the prisoner, and smiled felinely 
as he slipped his hands free of the bonds. 

The deputy returned soon with a hunk of meat and 
bread. Unlocking the door, he came in, put the provender 
on the floor and straightened up* 

“ Ain’t got no cof— — ” he began. 

Before he could finish, Severn leaped forward, his fist shot 
out and the guard went down under the bitter blow like a 
pole-axed steer. A few seconds sufficed to tie and gag him, 
** Thank the Lord he was totin’ his gun,” murmured the 
captive, and making sure that it was loaded, slipped it into 
the band of his pants and buttoned his vest over it. 

He listened at the door but heard nothing — the falling 
body on the earthen floor had made but little noise — and 
satisfied that all so far was well, he stepp^ lightly along the 
passage which led to the street. As he passed the half-open 
door of the sheriff’s office, a voice called out : 

That yu, Jake ? Where yu <pff to^? ” 

Back right away,” Severn saH gruffly. ^ 

“ Huh 1 Hen’s oFders was to s^y on the job,” said the 
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To Bell with Hen/’ Severn grunted, edging nearer the 
exit He’s stayin’ on it hisself, ain’t fee ? ” ■ "" " . ’ 

, He did not hear the answer, for t||^. street door was in 
front of him, and in a moment he was outside. Slouching 
his : hat over, his , eyes, he slid • round the corner of the 
first building he came to and picked his way along the backs 
of the others. It was darkish now, but there was a moon, 
and he had to slink quickly from shadow to shadow. 
Presently he reached the rear of Bent’s saloon, and saw 
what he bad hoped to find — ^the tethered horse he knew 
the owner usually kept there. He wondered whether Bent’s 
friendship had been strong enough to survive the apparently 
conclusive evidence of his guilt He believed it would be, 
but he dared not run the risk of making himself known. 

“ If he ain’t changed, he won’t mind my borrowin’ the 
cayuse,” he reasoned. ‘‘ If he has, well, I ain’t carin’.” 

Hauling in the picket-rope, he fashioned a hackamore, 
and without waiting to search for the saddle, mounted the 
animal and spurred for the nearest cover in the direction of 
the Bar B. He had but just ridden in among the trees 
when a confused medley of shouts from the buildings behind 
informed him that his escape had probably been discovered. 
No doubt the second guard, becoming uneasy at his com- 
panion’s absence, had gone to make sure that all was well 
with their charge. Severn laughed aloud as he pictured the 
sheriff’s face when he heard the news. 

He’ll shore be mad enough to bite hisself,” he told his 
horse. 

Well aware that the regular trdls would be searched, he 
took care to keep clear of the one to the Bar B, forcing his 
vray through thei^ brush and zigasagging along draws and 
gullies to avoid showing himself on the skyline. He did 
not trouble to hide his trail, knowing they could not track 
him in the night, ev§n w^h the help of the moon. Beyond 
a .general sense of direction he- had nothing to guide him, 
ana presently, without i;ealijsing how he, had come there, he 
found himself passing the cabin of the nester Forl^^-, 


The big cottonwood, with the 4 B brand and the sinister 
row" of notches, iGoked eerie in the moonbeams. The 
Lazy M man gave it but a glance, and was about to ride on 
when a horseman loped out of the trees and pulled up with 
an oath, only a few yards away. It was Fenton, and at the 
sight of Severn, he snatched out his gun and covered him. 

“ Put ’em up, pronto^^ he ordered, and laughed in his 
throat when he saw that the other man was unarmed. 

There was no choice ; the desire to slay was patent in 
the fellow’s eyes. Severn came to a desperate decision 1 as 
his hands went up, he drove his spurs home, and his horse 
with a scream of pain, reared and sprang full at the other 
rider. Fenton fired, and the animal dropped with a bullet 
in its brain, while Severn, unable to leap clear, went with it. 
Breathless from the concussion, and with one leg pinned 
under the dead beast, the Lazy M man lay helpless. Fenton 
climbed down and stood regarding him with a Satanic 
grimace. 

“ I gotta allow yu ain’t lost yore nerve, Mister Sudden,” 
he said. “ That trick would ’a’worked with some men.” 
He twirled his gun carelessly by the trigger guard. “ This 
is yore finish,” he continued. “ Bart wants to see yu 
danglin’ from that tree, an’ so do L The on’y difference is 
he’s hopin’ to string yu up alive an’ I ain’t pertic’Ier, so I’m 
goin’ to shoot yu first Anythin’ to say ? ” 

Severn looked at him coolly, “ If I was on my feet an’ 
had a gun, yu’d hunt yore hole, yu desert-rat ! ” he told him* 

The man’s narrowed eyes glared, his jaws worked with 
rage, and then he laughed, 

“ Mebbe I would,” he said. “ No, yu don’t get out of it 
thataway, Mister man. Yo’re my mea#>»’aa’ I ain’t fightm’ 
yu none whatever. I’m just goin’ to kill yu — now.” 

His face twisted with malignant hate, he leaned forward 
and menaced the prostrate man wfih hi^ gun, exulting in the 
power chance had given him, aifild hoping to detect fe^ in 
the eyes of his foe. TSut he saw only an expression of cold 
(?ontempt^ and in stark cruelty Tie struck savagejy with his 
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left fist The blow , was his own undoing. With a low 
snarlj a long, lean, grey shadow shot actpss'the open space 
and leapt for his throat The force of the impact fiung the 
man backwards' to, the ground. Severit^seized his chance. 
With a desperate effort he freed himself and got shakily to 
his feet, just as Fenton beat off the beast which had thrown 
him, and turned to finish his work. He found the conditions 
altered j Severn was erect, facing him with folded arms and 
a sneer on his lips. ' 

** Fenton, the tree is waiting for yu,” he said. 

Callous as he was, the threat chilled the man’s spine, but 
he remembered that the speaker was weaponless, and with a 
laugh of scorn he raised his gun. He was actually pressing 
the trigger when Severn’s hand flashed out, fire flamed from 
it, and Fenton reeled and dropped. The grey shadow came 
up wagging a joyous tail. 

“ Quirt ! ’’ the foreman cried in amazement. 

A glance at the huddled, twisted form on the ground told 
him that Fenton was dead. He looked at the dog. Yu 
shore do pay a debt, don’t yu ? ” he said, and going to where 
the Bar B man’s pony was standing, he lifted the rope from 
the saddle. 

Ten minutes later he was on his way again. He had not 
gone far when he heard the sound of hoofs, and waited, gun 
drawn. He grinned and concealed it again when he saw 
the newcomer was Larry. 

How the hell — —? ” he began. 

“Followed the dawg, yu chump,” the young man 
explained impolitely. “ Started for town to see yu, an’ that 
four-legged flea-bag sneaked after — ^artful too, didn’t show 
up till it was too late to take him back. When I got to 
Hope it was just a-fiummin’. First fella I met told me yu’d 
skipped, an’ how when Bart heard of it, he up an’ told the 
sheriff just what he thought of him 5 it warn’t really much 
but it took a long thne, I should say that Hen is a 
welftnformed man as regards hisself ^ow. Bart finished 
by saying that if ju ain’t rec^tured inside twelve hours, he’ll 
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blow the sheriff Into so many bits there won’t be one big 
enough 'Ico pin a atar' on, which looks like he’s irritated. 
They’re offerin’ fiye hundred bucks for, yu, dead or alive,” 

: That’s a right useful, sum,” the foreman said reflectively. ' 
Thinkin’ o’ earnin’ it ?” Larry quizzed, 

I .'might be,” his friend replied.' ' “ Get on .with yore ■ 
recitation.” 

“Well, Fm. ridin’ past Bent’s — ^past it, 1 said,” he 
repeated as he saw the other’s grin, “ when Quirt goes off 
like Old Nick was after him. O’ course I guessed he’d 
struck yore trail an’ followed. Good thing yu wash some- 
times, or the scent would ’a’been that strong Fd ’a’lost him.” 

“ What yu want to see me for ? ” Severn asked, ignoring 
for the time the slur on his habits. 

“ Didn’t want to see yu— had to,” Larry smiled. 
“Snap’s boss bruk a leg on the way from Desert Edge, an’ 
he had to hoof it. He was all in when he got to the ranch. 
I come in to tell yu the Judge ain’t there. ’Pears that 
two-three nights ago, four fellas called to see him an’ he 
rode away with ’em. Hard-looking lot, with their faces 
pretty well hidden, his landlady said ; she didn’t know ’em, 
but she fancied one o’ the party had been there before. 
Embley ain’t been heard of since.” 

This was bad news for the foreman, but he took the 
blow with his customary calm, 

“So they’ve got him too,” he said, “They ain’t 
overlookin’ no bets, Fm tellin’ yu.” 

“Yu ain’t tellin’ me. Who is ‘ they’ an^ where have 
they got him ? ” Barton asked peevishly, 

“ ‘ They ’ is the unknown quantity we’re a-lookin’ for, 
an’ the Judge is in the Pinnacles with girl,” he was ^Id. 

The reminder that the actual whereabouts of his lady was 
yet to be discovered moved Larry to express himself, Severn 
regarded him sardonically, 'p ^ 

“When yu’ve finished poisonin’ the atmosphere, we’ll 
push along,” he suggested. ^ 

LarryrSubside'cJ. “ Where fu. headin’ for ? ” he asked. 
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The foreman told him^ and the boy promptly swore again, 
*VYii' must be loco/’ he said. “ Don’t 3^ know that hilf 
the town is spraddled over the country sea|chin’ for yu right 
now, an’ yu; make for the very place — —” 

■ “ Where they wouldn’t expect' to - find me/’ Severn 
fi'nished. ' “.Anyways, Fm goin— I got business there.” 

Yu got no business there, anVyu know- it/’ grumbled 
the other. “ Y ore on’y business- is to be punchin’ the breeze 
for parts unknown. Like as not yu’llfind Mister Pentoii 
at the Bar B, waitin’ for yu with a gun in his paw. 

“ I guess not/’ his friend said. . “ Didn’t yu come past 
the old shack ? ” 

“ Nope ; heard yu an’ took a short cut. Gawd knows 
yu was makin’ noise enough/’ Larry accused. What’s 
the shack gotta do with it ? ” 

Severn told him why Fenton would not be at the Bar B 
to welcome them, and the boy’s face hardened to granite as 
he listened. Then he looked at the dog trotting contentedly 
beside them, and it softened again. 

“ Good old Quirt,” he said. “ I take it back; yu ain’t 
no flea-bag — yo’re /<?&.” 

Half an hour later they halted in the brush fifty yards 
from the Bartholomew ranch. Telling his companion to 
stay there with the horses and to keep the dog quiet, Severn 
stole forward. No lights were showing, and as he cat-footed 
past the bunkhouse, no sound came from within. 

“Pretty plain Bart ain’t scared o’ the White Masks,” 
the intruder smiled to himself. 

Though this was his first visit to the place, he guessed 
that the two windows in the front were probably those of 
the diving-room, ani# glance through one of them told him 
he was right Pushing up the sash, which was unfastened, 
he climbed in and looked round. At one side of the room 
was ■ a" writing-desk ^litt#ed with books and papers. 
Hurriedly turning them ovei^ he found what he was looking 
for — old account book, one of the numbered pages of 
which was missing! He thef! tried the dra-wers' of 'Ae, d^k,# 
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and finding one fastened, forced it opeii with 
his knife, lately tfee property of Penton. ' Lying Just inside 
the drawer as; though it had been put there: in haste, was 
:a roll of notes., Severn snatched thetn out, and by the light 
of the moon was able to decipher the^ numbers j they were 
the ones he had' received from Rapson when he withdrew 
the herd money. 

“Yu certainly stacked the cards good, Mister Bartholo- 
mew, but the hand ain’t played out yet,” he soliloquised. 
** I’m ; bound to admit yu got somethin’ besides sawdust in 
that ugly head o’ yores.” 

Having methodically searched the rest of the drawers and 
found nothing of moment, he rejoined Larry, who was 
getting impatient. 

“Ain’t yu fetched the ranch with yu ? ” he asked. 
“ Yu’ ve beerf long enough to pack it up.” 

“ Sunset, there’s times when yu don’t show no more sense 
than a sage-hen,” the foreman reproved. “ I got what I 
wanted, an’ here it is.” 

He produced his plunder, and the boy’s eyes opened as 
Severn explained their significance. 

“That means Bart is in cahoots with the White Masks,” 
he said. 

“ I was hopin’ I wouldn’t have to tell yu that,” the 
elder man smiled. 

“ Aw right, Solomon, what’s tlic next move ? ” 

“ Climb yore cayuse an’ carry these things to Bent j he’ll 
take care of ’em an’ have ’em handy when they’re wanted. 
Take Quirt with yu an’ keep off the trails.” 

“ What yu aimin’ to do ? ” 

“ Go back to the sheriff, o’ course^ to claim that Jivc 
hundred wheels.” 

. Larry stared at him in doubt, which changed to blank 
astonishment when he saw t4at Severn was entirely 
serious. ^ 

“Yu loco,” tee declared. “ Plumb loco.” 

“I should bti if I ran away,” the ether pointed out. 


Why, it would be twin-brother to ownin’, up. Eych yu 
: , oughta be able to^see that.” ^ ,■ «», ■ , ■** ' . ■ » 

, Larry could see it, but he was not going to say- so, and he 
knew that when Severn spoke in that tone- it was useless for 
liim to argue. ' He mounted, called, the dog, and turned to 
.depart. 

: every sort of a damn fool, Don,” he sa,id. 

Theyll stretch yu, shore.” 

Shucks, Fll dance ■ at yore weddin’ yet, yu red-faced 
little . rooster,” the foreman replied affectionately, and 
swinging his horeC' round, headed for town. 

He took his time, for he had no desire to get back before 
the early morning, and it was necessary to avoid any zealous 
reward-hunters, for to be ignominiously conducted back to 
confinement was no part of his plan. So he ambled along 
by a circuitous route, and a golden glow was spreading in 
the sky behind the eastern range when he again sighted the 
unlovely, squalid huddle of huts which the optimists who 
dwelt there called ‘‘ Hope.” 

Under cover of the brush, Severn dismounted, turned the 
horse’s head in the direction of the Bar B, and gave it a 
vigorous smack on the rump 5 he knew the beast would 
drift homewards. He then threw pistol and knife into the 
undergrowth and made his way to the open street, stopping 
at the sheriff’s quarters. Picking up a lump of rock he 
hammered upon the door. 

“ Hello, the house,” he shouted. 

There was no answer, and he repeated the summons, 
supplementing it with another tattoo on the woodwork. 
In the still air of the dawn the noise he made sounded 
prodigious, and it j^g^ught curious, heads to windows and 
doors along the street. It also brought the sheriff. He 
had not yet slept off his overnight liquor, and stood staring 
in pop-eyed perplexity at hie visitor. ■■ ■ ■ . 

^hat yu want ? ” he asked stupidly. 

“ Why, to come in, o’ course,” Severrf said, smiling easily. 

I m tired, ^n’ bed listens gctod to me. A^o five Jiundred 


dollars* . I can use that money, ■ Have , yu got it about m 
sheriff f ^ 

'"No, I ain%^anVyu wouldn’t git it if I had/’ Tyler 
snapped, his muddled brain clearing a little. 

By this time the buildings had vomited their occupants, 
and a goodly crowd of nondescriptly-attired onlookers had 
assembled to witness the unusual spectacle of a criminal 
clamouring to be reinstated in his cell. This was what the 
Lazy M man had played for. He promptly appealed to them. 

" What for sort of a town is this ? ” he asked grievedly, 
" It offers a reward for bringin’ in Jim Severn, an’ when I 
fill the bill an’ fetch him in, the sheriff renigs. Ain’t there 
no honesty in this burg ? ” 

The twinkling eyes belied the indignant tone, and there 
was a burst of merriment from the mercurial citizens, several 
of whom advised Tyler to " pay up an’ look pleasant.” 

“ But yu got clear,” the still puzzled officer burbled. 

“ Shorely yu didn’t think I’d run away, did yu, sheriff ? ” 
the cow-puncher reproved. “ On’y guilty folks do that.” 

“ Where yu been then ? ” Tyler queried. 

“Well, I’ll tell yu,” grinned the prisoner. “Yu see, 
that hole yu put me into ain’t none too well ventilated — 
yu oughta see to that, sheriff, or yu’ll lose custom — an’ so I 
took a walk.” 

The whimsical explanation, delivered in a drawling, 
nonchalant voice, tickled the onlookers. The amusement 
created apprised the sheriff that he was again being made a 
figure of fun, and as usual, it rendered him furious. Why 
the accused man had returned he did not know, but here he 
was, unarmed and helpless. By some miracle, he, Tyler, 
had been delivered from the wrath off^arthoiomew. "^His 
bullying nature reasserted itself, 

“ Took a walk, huh ? ” he sneered. “ Weil, yu won’t 
take another till yu go to the ^ ^ 

“ Tried me a’ready, have yu'^? ” Severn asked quietly. 
With a gesture of rage, the ««^heriff turned to two 
jieputieSy who hSd now appeared. ^ ^ 


“Take him in an’ tie his hands an’ feet this time,” he 
ordered. “ If he gits away again I’ll— — » » 

“ Yeah, Hen, yu’ll do- — what f ” one of them enquired 
with deadly quietness. • 

The officer’s face, grew redder, he hesitated, and then, 
“ Get deppities as can stay on their job,” he answered. 

The lame reply produced another sniper from someone 
in the crowd, and the officer beat a retreat, following his 
prisoner into the building. 

“That fella’s either loco or not guilty, an’ he shore 
don’t appear scatty,” was one comment as the spectators 
dispersed. 

Which was the impression the prisoner had aimed to create. 


. ^ CHAPTER XXI; 

■For hours after . Bartholomew ■ had . left her, Phil sat 
motionless in dull despair, waiting fearfully for his return. 
Her world seemed to have tumbled about her, and she could 
see no gleam of hope. The prospect of marrying the Bar B 
owner was utterly hateful; even had there been no other 
reason-— and her heart told her different— he had shown too 
plainly the manner of man he really was. Through the 
tiny window she watched the golden radiance of the sunset 
pale away in the sky, to be replaced by a velvety darkness 
which in turn gave way to the cold light of the moon. 
Only once was the silence disturbed, when the dull reports 
of two pistol-shots startled her. 

The harsh grating of the padlock— a now unwelcome 
sound — reminded her that Bartholomew was coming back 
for her answer, and she stood up. But instead of the bulky 
frame she expected, she saw that her visitor was the little 
one-eyed, bearded stranger she had seen in Hope. He 
beckoned to her. 

C"mon,” he said hoarsely, but the girl shrank back. 

Where ? ” she asked nervously. Is this a trap ? ’’ 

“ Shore it’s a trap an’ Fm takin’ yu out of it,” he retorted. 
Glad yu done what I whispered to yu through the logs 
there.” 

** So it was you,” she breathed, still c^btfuL ^ 

The man nodded, and noting that yet she hesitated, said 
“quietly, “ I’m takin’ yu to a friend. If yu’d rather wait for 
Black Bart ” 

“ No, no. I’ll come with you^” slie'Veplied hurriedly^ 

He led the way tiirough the p|nes to another hut, very 
^similar tq the of^e they had left, and unfocking the door. 





motioned her to enter. Standing facing the door, a look of 
grim expectancy on his face, was a man she recognised. « 

“ Judge Embley ! ” she cried, and her hopes sank again, 
for she could not forget that this man *as Severn’s friend, 
and was, according ^ Bartholomew, in the plot against her! 
The Judge’s expression changed when he saw who his 
visitor was. ' 

“ So it is you, and not that blackguard from the Bar B,” 
he said. He looked at the one-eyed man. “What’s the 
game, my friend ? ” he asked. 

The man shrugged his shoulders. “ No game. Judge,” 
he replied. “ I’m willin’ to make a dicker with m” 
Embley looked his question. “ There’s a fella here passin’ 
in his checks.” He paused as the other nodded under- 
stand! ngly._ “ No, I didn’t shoot him,” he continued. 
“ He got his in that ruckus the other day with Severn an' 
his men at the Cavern. W^ell, hes somethin’ on his mind 
an’ wants to go out with a clean slate. If yu’ll come an’ 
write down his statement an’ the young lady will witness it 
I’ll take the both o’ yu away from here.” ^ 

Embley considered only for a moment, and then, “ Lead 
the way,” he said. 

They followed him out of the pines, across a bare plateau 
to where stood a larger cabin, sheltered by an overhanging 
shelf of rock. It consisted of two rooms, the second of 
which, from the piles of blanket^ was evidently a sleeping 
apartment. On two of these piles men were lying, one 
silently and the other moaning feebly. It was to the latter 
that the one-eyed man conducted them. The Judge looked 
at the other bed. 

“Who is that ?^he asked. 

“Oh, Slick, actin’ boss o’ this crew,” was the reolv 
“ He’s just— sleepin’.” 

Despite the carele® totje, the girl shivered j she remem- 
bered the shots she had heal'd. The still figure lying in the 
shadqjv looked unnatural, and she could detect no movement. 
The occupant oRhe second»bed claimed her attention. By 
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the light of the lantern on an up-ended box, she could see 
thaf he vm of a t 3 ^e common enough on the frontier, a man 
of middle-age, with coarse, brutal features now somewhat 
softened by suffering. His tanned, unshaven face seemed to 
have been drained of blood, and his eygs had sunk in their 
sockets. He coughed almost incessantly, and after each bout 
there was a stain of red on his lips. 

“ 'Lo, Patch,” he greeted feebly. 

“ ’Lo, Mobey, how’re yu makin’ it ? ” asked the one-eyed 
nun, and without waiting for a reply, continued, “ IVe 
fetched the Judge an’ the young lady like I promised.” 
He turned to the lawyer and whispered, “ Better get busv • 
he’s down to his last chip.” 8 

Embley took paper and pencil from his pocket and 
motioned the girl to listen. The sick man understood. 

“ I ain’t got much time. Judge, an’ I’m puttin’ things 
plain,” he began. “ Yu’ll remember the holdin’ up o’ the 
Desert Edge stage some years back, when Tug Satters, the 
driver, was killed ? ” The Judge nodded. “ I was one o’ 
the four what done it^ an’ I shot Satters,” the other went on. 
“ I didn’t have no grudge agin him, but when we halted 
’em, Tug dropped his lines an’ reached back. I thought 
he was goin’ for his gun, an’ let drive. I figured after that 
he just forget to put his paws up an’ was feelin’ for his baccy, 
’cause he hadn’t got no gun. Well. I was sorrv for Tni 
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ai; 


“ My father,” the girl breathed. 

The Judge waved her to silence. Bending forward he 
said, “ And the man who made you write it was—? ” 

“ Bartholomew, o’ the Bar B ! ” the%ing bandit gasped 

Embley saw that, the end was near. Hurriedly he read 
aloud what he had written, and held up by Patch, Mobey 
scrawled his name on the paper. He watched eagerly while 
the Judge and the girl did the like, and then with a sigh of 
content, dropped back. 

“ Bartholomew is ” he began, and said no more. 

The lawyer drew the blanket over the face, folded up the 
paper and bestowed it in his pocket, and turned to the 
one-eyed man. 

“ What now ? ” he asked. “ And how are we to name 
you, my friend ? ” 

“Yu heard what he called me,” the other replied with a 
jerk of his thumb towards the bed. “ That name’ll do as 
well as another.” 

The Judge glanced again curiously at the other occupied 
shakedown. “ That man sleeps very soundly,” he said. 

“ Y eah, Slick’s a good sleeper,” Patch replied indifferently, 
and then, “We gotta be movin’ — the other four’ll be 
showin’ up any time now, an’ they’d make trouble.’’ 

“ The other four ? ” Embley queried. 

“ All that’s left o’ the White Masks ’cept me — an’ Slick,” 
the man explained. * 

Evidently he had made his preparations, for concealed in 
the shadow at the end of the hut they found three horses, 
saddled and bridled. It was darker now, for the moon was 
hidden by a big bank of cloud, but there was light enough to 
show, towering JtJjOTe them, a black bulk of mountain which 
Phil guessed must the second of the Pinnacles. At their 
feet stretched a great gulf of varwng blacknesses, reaching 
away until it merged indefinitely with the sky. Their 
gi^e, however, gave them little time to study the scenery. 

“jSotta hurry,” he, said in his^ curious grufiF voice. 

“ There’s on’y dne trail fo» the first few iniles.” 



^ wiicn tuey were ■ mounted he went A ' - r 

follewing^and Embiey bringing up the rear Th^ 
font was nothing more, led along the face of 
dwing »d , wiling, pLsing thLgh 3“"“^ 

Stunted vegetation, and at times skirting a DrecimV^ 

one misplaced step would have meant® desLctb? S' 

Her mind, however, was too full to dwell W ev^n 
present danger. ^ The dead bandit’s revelation had made J 

bu It did not explain the mystery of his disappearanr^^^ 

It left her still guessing as to Severn. W^^the foreman 
the scheming, guilty rogue the Bar B rancher had 
him appear she was asking herself. Distrusting Bart as 
deeply as she now did, she could hardly believe it. Ani 
the queer little outlaw who for no apparent reason wa 
effecting their escape, what part did he play in this tanded 
web of intrigue and crime i Silently, slumped forward in 
his saddle, he paced ahead of her, for the^road was^too 
nartow an^d rough to permit more than a walking gait. 

They had been riding for more than an hour, a long 
gradual descent, when the leader turned off the trail into^ 
littic forest of pines, halted and got down. 

laconSv to scout a few,” he said 

laconically. Stay here, an keep quiet.” 

Without vvaiting for any reply, he dimbed back up the 

vanished in the gloom. The girl 
edg^ her horse over to Embiey. ^ 

« ^ trusted ? ” she whispered. 

1 believe so, and he’s our only chance*” the 

2^. “Per^nJIy, I ™ 

r"”“ 

The girl sensed the deadly menace in the unspoken threat, 
i Bartholomew told- me Severn killed my father,” ^he 
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The Judge snorted. “ Severn had no more to do with ' 
your father’s death than I had,” he replied, unaware how 
equivocal his answer appeared to her. 

The return of the outlaw put an ^end to the conver- 
sation. : He' was hurrying, and it was evident he brought 
news. ' ^ ■' 

They’re a-comin’ — musta got back sooner,” he panted, 
iinging himself into^ the saddle, “ No use tryin’ to hide — ■ 
they know this country like yu do yore own doorstep. 
Well have to stand ’em oif j there’s a Winchester on yore 
saddle, Judge, an’ I know a good place.” 

Leaving the trees, they followed him at a gallop across an 
open space of perhaps a quarter of a mile, and pulled up at 
the foot of a tall bluff where a number of fallen fragments 
from the cliff above offered a rough rampart. Tying the 
horses behind the biggest of the boulders, and finding Phil a 
safe position, the two men lay down, rifles ready. 

“ Cuss that moon,” muttered the little man, for the 
clouds had passed. 

“ It’ll help us more than them,” the Judge pointed out, 
“ They can’t rush us.” 

“ Shore, but we can’t sneak away,” the otlier argued. 
“ There they are. What’s the idea f ” 

“ Flag of truce — -they want to talk.” 

Four riders had emerged from the pines, and one of them, 
ahead of the rest, was waving a white^scarf. They came 
boldly on until they were some two hundred yards away, 
and then Patch stood up. 

“That’ll be near enough,” he called out. “Anytluri’ 

on yore mind f ” 

“ What’s the idea, Patch, runnin’ off the prisoners this- 
away ? ” the leaS^askcd. 

“ I got my reasons but I ain’t explainin’ to yu,” the 
oneKiyed man replied coglly, “ I’ll give yu a bit of advice, 
thqpgh j light a shJfck get outa the country while the 
goi^sgood.” « . ^ 

The outlaw itlaughcd. ^“Feelin’ yoirt oats somc^ ain’t 
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yu ? ” he sneered. « We’ll go when we’re good an’ readv 
but first we want the gal an’ the Judge.” * 

“ Come an’ get ’em,” retorted the little man. 

^ No need to tak& risks,” the other pointed out “ Yu 

can t git away All we gotta do is w^t till help comes • 
we’ve sent for it.” ^ '-omes , 

“Who’d yu send— Slick? ” Patch asked, and chuckled 
when he heard the curse the question provokk 

„ 3™ g°'n’ to ‘lo ? ” the bandit queried, 

bhoot if yu dont show yore tail mighty sudden” 
one-eyed man, standing clear and levelli^ 

With a furious gesture the fellow wheeled his horse, and 
at the same moment came three spurts of flame from behind 
him. Patch repined his shelter untouched, he and the 
Judge sending shots in return. Apparently they met with 
no succ^ for Aey saw the attackers vanish into the gloom 
or me pines. F or some time silence reigned. 

. ^bont sendin’ for help,” Patch remarked. 

Ihey amt got no one to send. Betche they try an’ 
Injun up ori us 5 there’s a cloud a-comin’ now.” 

He was right. In a few moments a veil of vapour misted 
toe mop. Peering through the uncertain light. Patch 
fencied he rould see a dark blotch moving laboriously over 
the grass. Carefulljr taking aim, he fired ; the blotch seemed 
to give a spasmodic jerk and then subside. The next 
momeiit a Ipp dropped over his arms and he was flung 
violently backprds, his gun clattering on the stones beside 
him. Dazed by the fell, he felt the rope twisted about him ; 
a lew turns and he was powerless. A glance showed that 
hre companions were in no better case, ^terly he realised 
that toe attackers had outwitted him. While one of them 
sneaked up m front, the other three had crept around toe 
o^n paa and come upon them fieom the rear. The man 
who had borne the flag of truce was re^rding him with.an 
Ugly look. ^ 

“ Well, Patch, fo’re goin’ to learn it don'^t pay to rem'^” 
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he saidy and thea to, one of the others, “Go an’ look to 
Fred.”. . ., 

The man crossed the, open ground, stooped for a momeni 
■where the blotch had been, and then returned. ,■ 

“ Fred\’ cashed,” he said briefly.^^' - 
“ So yu got him, yu dirty little runt,” the bandit grated, 
«« Well, Fm sendin’ yu after him, frontoP 

He drew his pistol, swung it aloft and chopped down on 
the prostrate prisoner. In another second the bullet would 
have sped, but a cool, rasping voice intervened : 

“ ’Scuse me, gents, but is this a private scrap, or can 
anybody horn in ? ” it said. 

The startled outlaws looked up to find the tables turned j 
two strangers, who had stolen up unperceived, were covering 
them with levelled pistols. 

“ Shootin’ a man when yu got him hog-tied don’t appeal 
none to me,” the newcomer continued. “ Reach for the 
sky, yu coyotes.” 

'Two of the bandits promptly obeyed, but the would-be 
slayer of Patch, who had his gun out, took a chance and 
turned it on the stranger. But he was not quick enough } 
ere he could pull the trigger, the other’s gun crashed and 
the outlaw went down, sprawling grotesquely. One glance 
showed that he was dead, and the man who had fired the 
shot nodded his satisfaction. He thei^ stepped over to the 
girl 

“ Well, Miss Phil, so we’ve found yu at last,” he said. 

She gave a cry of joy. “ Why, Rayton, how do you 
happen to be here ? ” she asked. 

“ Severn left me an’ Purdy of the X T to comb the 
Pinnacles after^wg failed to find yu at the Cavern,” the 
cowboy explained. “ We was shore gettin’ disheartened 
when we heard the shootin’ an’ p’inted for it” He looked 
at Embley. “ Burn hide, if it ain’t the Judge ! ” 

•In as few worcB as upossible the lawyer outlined the 
potion. The cowboy bit on an dith when he learnt of 

Severn’s dangef. ^ , 

■■ ■■■■■ '* ■ 
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“ What we better do ? ” he asked in perplexity. 

“We must get otit of the mountains as quit 

“ Then Miss Masters, uiyscu ana 
tliis fellow Patch wilhhead for HopCj while you and the X T 

man will collect your outfits and follovy us. 
in time.” 

“ If we ain’t, that town’ll shore see doin’s, 

promised. “ What about these two ' 

the outlaws who, deprived of their 
Purdy, stood sullenly waiting. 

“ Turn them loose,” Embley said. 
it, but we’re pressed for time, and there’- 


Hcicly as we 
■ myself and 

We may be 

, Rayton 
I jaspers ? ” He indicated 
weapons, and covered by 

They don’t draerve 
-’s been killing 

Rayton agreed. Patch was released, and the other two 
men were set adrift, unarmed, with the plain intimation that 
if they remained in the country they would be shot on sight. 
The journey to the plains was then resumed. The Judge 
rode in silence, his head down, and was impatient of the 
slightest delay. Phil realised that this was due to his anxiety 
for Severn’s safety, and it impressed her. Only once she 
summoned the courage to ask him a question. 

“ Is it true that Severn was once known as Sudden, the 
outlaw?” 

“Yes, but he was not an outlaw, he was a deputy-sheriff 
in the employ of the governor,” the Judge told her. “ You 
don’t like Severn, but one day I hope you’ll know him 
better, and realise — what you owe him.” 

The old man’s voice was rather stern, and 
more than a hint of reproof. She said no more. 


.CHAPTER XXII 

On the morning of Severn’s dramatic return to captivity, 
the town seethed with excitement. The ordinary business 
of the day appeared to be forgotterij and the white men, 
Mexicans and half-breeds who formed the population, 
thronged the saloons, A few Indians from the nearest 
Reservation stalked about^ wrapped in their gaudy blankets. 
They did not know what all the stir was about, but they 
looked -gravely on, said “ How ” at appropriate intervals, 
and absorbed such ‘‘fire-water” as unwise generosity 
proflFered. This state of affairs provided material for thought 
to some of the citizens. 

“ Suthin’s goin’ on,” Bent remarked to Callahan. 
“There’s men spendin’ money on licker that never had 
none to spend afore, an’ I got Greasers at my bar now that 
Fd ’a’ throwed out on their ears yestiddy, knowin’ they 
couldn’t pay.” 

“ What possessed Severn to come trapesin’ back ? ” asked 
the storekeeper, 

“ He’s one square fella — he wouldi^t run away,” Bent 
told him, “ Trouble is, he won’t git a straight deal” 

“ I’m after hearin’ that crooked devil, Lufton, has come. 
For why, I ask ye ? ” 

“ I’m bettin’ Bart sent for him, an’ when them two get 
together yu can risk a stack there’s dirty work to be donc. 
Pjoint is, what gin^we do ? Findin’ them stolen notes on 
Severn has shore played the devil 5 pretty nigh the whole 
dam town reckons he robbed the bank,, an’ Mad Martin 
ain’t discouragin’ that notion none at all 5 I never seen him 
so busy, or so free with his dollars.^’ 

‘JTruc for ye, Kape an eye on'ihe store whilst I step 
up to the * Com% Again ’ wi’ find out ab^t Luf|on,” 
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As the storekeeper went along the street the signs of 
unrest w*e apparefit. Little groups of men were dotted 
about arguing, gesticulating, and the grimness of their feces 
conveyed an atmosphere of menace. He noticed that the 
nucleus of nearly every gathering consisted of one or two 
or tlie Bar B punchers* 

“ Bart’s workin’ the town up, an’ for what ? ” he asked 

himself. 

Passing through the swing-doors of the saloon, he found 
that rumour for once had spoken truly. At a table in a far 
corner, apart from the sullen, threatening customers who 
crowded the bar. Black Bart was entertaining a visitor, 
^lis was a thin, shambling figure of a man approaching 
fifty, dressed in a shiny black coat, trousers stuffed into 
boot-tops, a collar far from clean, and a cravat which bore 
abundant evidence of having been too often tied by stumbling 
fingers. _ The puffy fecc, receding jaw, and vacillating eyts 
told their own story. This was Judge Lufton, who had 
obtained office by political wire-pulling, and in spite of 
certain lapses, had hitherto managed to hold it by the same 
means. Had Callahan been able to hear their conversation 
he would have found the answer to his question. ’ 

“ Yu’ve happened along just hunky. Judge,” Bart was 
saying, as he filled the visitor’s glass. “ Yo’re the man this 
town’s needin’ bad sight now.” 

The man of law straightened up in his chair. “ As an 
unworthy servant of the public, Mr. Bartholomew, I am at 
the disposal of the citizens,” he said unctuously. “ In what 
'.way ?. ^ , ' ■ 

“ There’s a criminal in the calaboose here waitin’ to be 

tried, Bart told him. “ He’s a despgrate character ^got 

away last night, but was recaptured by the sheriff.” The 
he slipped easily from his lips. “ Our gaol ain’t none too 
strong, an we don’t want that to happen again ; next time 
fie might be luckier.” 

“ What is the offence ? ” Luftonrenquired. 

, He robbed file bank her?, shot th% manager, an* 






should say it was more than enough,” the Ji 
ponderous humour. .“Why don’t you ser 
capi tal ? ” 

“ To escape on the way, or get ofF with 
’^use he’s got a pull somewheres, huh ? ” 
“ No, sir, this town can do its 
the fella’s a hard case. Mebbe it’ll 
the chap as used to be known as 
The Judge 
“ But if I remember 
been in the em] 

“There 

“ That was the excuse for lettin’ him olF 
got a pull.” 

“If he’s still 


a packed jury 
Bart retorted, 
own tryin’. As I told yu, 
surprise yu to hear he’s 
Sudden, the outlaw.” 

was surprised; his vacuous eyes opened, 
rightly. Sudden was supposed to have 
iploy of the Governor,” he remarked, 
yu are,” Bartholomew said triumphantly. 

■ yu see, he has 

„ S®* ” Lufton began dubiously. 

He am t, the rancher cut in. “ An’ the cases against 
hint are plain open an’ shut this time. Besides, all yu gotta 
do IS try the fella ; the jury finds the verdict. Once that’s 
given, what happens ain’t no business o’ yourn.” 

There was a sinister suggestion in the last words which 
“1® other man look up apprehensively. 

_ “You mustn’t forget that I represent the law, Mr. 
Bartholomew,” he pointed out, with a rather ludicrous 
attempt at dignity. 

“Ain’t that the very reason I’m askin’ yu to take 
charge ? ’’ the big man retorted. “ Now, see here, Judge ; 
the folks in thisyer town are gettin’ all het up over this 
case — most of ’ei» loft money in the robbery, an’ the fella 
as was rubbed out was plenty popular. I’ve (mt ’em millin' 
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hand. ■ He had experience of the Wes% had seen mob law' 
at^workj and kne-vf that in, the state of tension the town was 
now inj a spark would cause an explosion. . He had a mental 
vision of a sava^e^ ■ 'relentless crowd storming the gaol^ 
dragging out the prisoner and hanging him to the ' nearest 
tree without a hearing. ^ The dark, scowling faces, muttered ' 
conversations and significant .nods, all told of the , storm that 
was brewing. ■ Surely, in the interest of law and order, it 
was his, duty to step in and sec justice meted out to the 
malefactor. Bartholomew’s next remark decided hi,in. 

■ ' “ There’ll be a fee , o’ • two hundred dollars,” • he said. 
^'‘ Course, if yu’d ruther we waited for Embley . * 

Lufton winced like a spurred horse 5 he hated the Desert 
Edge jurist, a fact of which Bartholomew was well aware, 

“ No need for that,” he said. “ I’ll take the case.” 

“ Good for yu,” Bartholomew smiled, “I don’t mind 
admittin’ that I’m glad. , Embley ain’t popular round here, 
he’s a pal o’ the prisoner, an’ there’s more than a suspicion 
that he’s in cahoots with him to grab the murdered man’s 
property.” 

Lufton’s eyes gleamed evilly. “ Shouldn’t be surprised,” 
he sneered, “There’s usually mud at the bottom o’ still 
water. When yu startin’ the trial ? ” 

“ Half an hour’s time,” replied the rancher. “ No sense 
in waitin’, an’ it \^uldn’t be safe anywaj^. I’ll tell Muger 
to get this place cleared for it.” 

The news that the accused was to be tried at once by 
Judge Lufton spread like wildfire through the town, and the 
general feeling was one of satisfaction. Never before had 
Hope Again enjoyed such a sensation. Killings, followed by 
summary justice were not unknown, j?u^a regular triakby 
an official judge was a novelty, and the “ Come Again ” 
soon bore witness to the fact. In deference to Lufton’s 
position, some endeavour was iciad^, to give tlie room a 
court4ike appearance. The judge’s bench was represented 
by a table, with seats'" on either siefe for the more important 
citizens. ^ Twelve chairs were arranged for the jury, another 
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for the sheriff. Immediately' in front of ^ the Judge were 
three more chairsj the middle one for- the^prisoner^ 'tad the 
others for, the deputies guarding him 5 this was the dock. 
The onlookers perched themselyes on su2h support ^ they 
could find, or lolled against the wails. . ' 

; Severn’s first intimation that he was to be put on his trial 
immediately came ' from the deputy, Jake, whom he had 
treated ' SO unceremoniously the night before. ' The man 
appeared to bear no malice, for he grinned cheerfully through 
the spyhole as he said r' , 

. Better be gittiii-’ ready to speak yore piece, Severn $ the 
Judge’ll be wantin’ yu at the court mighty soon.” 

“ Has Embley turned up, then ? ” asked the prisoner. 
“■'Naw, Lufton’s goin’" to try yu, an’ Fm bound to say 
it’s mean luck he should happen along. If yu got any 
argyments yu better think ’em up, for yu’Il need some.” 

“ Fm obliged to yu,” Severn said, “Sorry I had to 

rough-house yu last night, but- ” 

“ Shucks ! ” Jake interposed. “ I ain’t rememberin’ that. 
Fd orter knowed better. Done the same m’self in yore 
place — if Fd Vthought of it” 

The voice of the other deputy broke in “Fetch him 
along' — just got word he’s needed.” 

“ There, I’ve done v^asted yore time,” Jake said regret- 
fully. “ Yu’ll have to think up suthin’ qp the way.” 

Certainly the prisoner had plenty to occupy his mind as, 
with an armed deputy on either side, he paced up the street. 
Calculating his chances the night before, he had come to the 
conclusion that, apart from a possibility of being lynched, he 
was in no immediate danger; either he would be tried m 
Hope by Judge Embl^^, or sent to the capital. The advent 
of a strange and possibly hostile judge was, as he had to 
admit, “ a boss of a different brand,” and this indecent haste 
to bring him to account locked ominous. He wished now 
that he had not ordered his ©utfit to keep away from Hope ; 
if it came to the worst • ? . 

The entry of rfe accused increased Bbzz of |X)iiversa- 
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doa in the crowded court-room* ' With calm ■ confidence he 
walked^to die dock, took, off his hat, and' sat down,- His 

■ bonds had been removed, but the deputies drew ' their ^guns' 

, as they sat beside fiim. There was a suspicion of a: smile on 
Severn’s' face as he noted the precaution. He looked at' the 

■ Judge, then the jury— which had already been empanelled— 
and realised that he stood no chance j the twelve good 
■men and true” were all supporters of Bartholomew, and' 
had been chosen for that reason. His steady eyes swept the 
audience. He saw Bent, Callahan and Larry, and was 
searching for Lunt when the little gunman entered, followed 
by four of the Bar B outfit. His face told Severn a story. 

“ Snap’s killin’ mad,” he concluded. “ Reckon when he 
heard o’ this he started to fetch the boys, an’ them four 
jaspers held him up an’ are ridin’ herd on him. Bart don’t 
want no interference.” 

And this was just what had happened. Stopped at the 
entrance to the town, Lunt, who had ridden in that morning, 
had been forced to return and become a helpless spectator of 
his friend’s ordeal. Not that the Bar B rancher suspected 
any connection between the two men 5 he had simply ordered 
that no one should leave the town 5 the Lazy M and X T 
riders could be more easily dealt with afterwards. 

Lounging in a chair by the side of the Judge, with Martin, 
and several of hk^^ men, Bartholomew could not keep the 
gloating satisfaction out of his eyes. Nevertheless, from 
time to time he glanced expectantly at the door, and the 
prisoner smiled grimly— Bartholomew was wondering what 
had become of his foreman. A rap on the judge’s table 
stopped the hum of conversation. 

Well, sheriff, what is the charge ^fost the prisoner ? ” 
Lufton asked, 

Tyler rose, puffing out his chest in a hopeless attempt to 
appear dignified. To do honotir tp the occasion he had 
washed and also shaved, but tJie innovation did nof^meet 
with approval. As*one citizen Audibly ^remarked, “ Feik 
ivith a face like didn’t otter wash 1 it ain^t fair to us*” 
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The sheriffj howeFefj did not hear this critidsiBj and was 
very satisfied with himself. " . ■ . 

.;*VThere’S 'a right smart o’ charges. Judge,” he stated. 

Attemptin’ to kill Mister Martin here, robbin’ the bank 
an’ shootin’ the manager, murderin’ Philip Masters, breakin’ 
gaol—”" 

Well, well, I reckon that’ll do to go on with,” Lufton 
interrupted. We’ll take the bank robbery and the murder. 
If he’s guilty of them we can let him off the rest” . 

The bitter witticism sent a ripple of merriment round the 
room, and the maker of it permitted himself a thin-lipped 
smile. ^ 

“ The court will deal with the robbery first,” he decided. 
** Call your evidence, sheriff.” 

Rapson, the banker, stepped forward and gave his account 
of the raid. Questioned by the Judge, he admitted that the 
robbers’ faces were so hidden that he could not see them, 
but in clothes, height and build the man who shot at him 
might have been the accused. Further, Severn had drawn 
out his money just before the robbery took place, and the 
notes handed to him did not include those he was trying to 
cash when arrested, which were part of the plunder. Lufton 
looked severely at the prisoner. 

You want to put any questions ? ” he asked. 

Severn stood up, “ Shore,” he said, and turned to the 
witness. “Yu certain the man who downed yu was not 
smaller than me ? ” 

“ Quite,” returned the banker. “ Looking at you now 
I have an impression he was even bigger.” 

Severn nodded. “ So that, as yu couldn’t see his face, it 
might ’a’ been any fella as big as me, or a bit bigger.” His 
eyes roamed round the room. “ Mister Bartholomew, for 
example ? ” 

The witness protested volubly. The suggestion was 
absurd, Mr. Bartholomew had been most kind, and he had 
five tj^ousand dollars dep^&sfted in the bank. 

«c Which he wouldn’t ^ose if Ar fobbed yu,” Severn 
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■pointed out ** An’ if I was goin’ tOj why should I trouble 
to draw my money*? ”, 

Why did you ? ’’ -asked the Judge. . , 

' The foreman explained, handing up the warning- he had 
■received, Lufton glanced at it, superc|liously and passed' it, 
to the jury. They scanned it in turn, and then one of 
them remarked sourly : ' 

** Yu kept this mighty dark, didn’t yu ? ” 

Bent jumped up. “ Severn showed it to me an’ Ridge of 
the X T,” he volunteered. We didn’t know what was 
back of it any more than he did, but we both drawed our 
balances ouL Anybody think we done the robbery ? ” 

“ Nobody’s suggesting that anyone but the accused did 
the stealing, sir,” remarked the judge. 

Though this pompous remark may have impressed some 
of the audience, it only drew an impudent grin from the 
prisoner, “ That’s where yo’re wrong. Judge,” he said, 
I’m suggestin’ that the man sittin’ beside yu, Bartholomew, 
-oughta be standin’ here instead o’ me, an’ I’ve got evidence 
to prove it” 

A shuffling of feet and craning of necks proclaimed the 
sensation this statement evoked. In response to a nod from 
Severn, the saloon-keeper handed to him the book and notes 
taken from the Bar B ranch. Bartholomew answered the 
accusation with a sjprnful laugh. 

“ Trot out yore proof,” he cried. 

Severn held up the account book. ‘‘ That yores ? ” he 
asked. 

The rancher stared surprisedly. I reckon it is, though 

, how yu- ” ' ' , , 

“ The writin’ in it would be yores, too f 

“ O’ course. What’s that gotta do with it ? ” 

“ Fm tellin’ yu. When the White Masks run off one o’ 
my outfit, they left a notice behijjjd s^in’ what I had to do 
to get him back. Here’s the notice, an’ it’s written on a 
page taken outa that book, as yu mn -«ee by the number on 
t, an’ the handwfitiii,’ is the same.” ^ 
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There was hardly, a sound in the room as he passed the 
book and the paper up to the Judge, vJ'ho examined them 
and looked enquiringly at Bartholomew. The rancher, 
who had been doing some quick thinkingj had his reply ready. 

“ I missed that bo|>k ’bout a month' or so ago,” he began. 
'®M' reckon k was stole by a fella named Darby who had a 
grudge against me, an’ is now ridin’' for the Lazy M. The 
writin’ is a pretty good imitation o’ mine.” 

^^Which yii didn’t recognise,, when I- showed yu the notice 
at the time I brought Shadwell in,” Severn reminded him. 

Bah,,! I scarcely looked at it,” Bartholomew lied. 

■v^®" As' for the book bein’ stole,' that’s correct; I took it 
. from '- the ,Bar, B' ranch-house last night — there’s another 
charge for yii, . sheriff,” „pursued . the prisoner smilingly. 
“ An’ at the same timei, in a locked- drawer o’ yore desk, 
Bartholomew, I found these. ^Rapson will tell us what 
they are.” ■ 

He handed the roll of bills to the banker, who compared 
them with a list he took from his pocket I paid these to 
the prisoner when he drew out' his .money,” Rapson said. 

Bartholomew and the Judge were whispering togethct 
Then the latter looked at the prisoner. 

“ Well,” he sneered. . What’s your point ? ” , ■ 

Severn saw. that- he was fighting a hopeless battle, but it 
was not in the man’s nature to give in. 

It oughtn’t to need explainin’,” he said acidly. That 
book an’ the notice prove that Bartholomew is chief o’ the 
White Masks. When they raided the Lazy M an’ abducted 
Miss Masters, they took my bills an’ substituted stolen ones 
to implicate me. I might as well add. Judge, that I broke 
Oita gaol to get |hem things, an’ I, returned o’ my own free 
will.” A whimsical smile hovered on his lips. I had to 
make a devil of a row to get back into gaol again.” 

Some of the spectator^ remembering the scene of the 
morning, guffawed at^ the j^collectiom Bartholomew leant 
back jn his chair and alsfi laughed.' ' ® - 

- -Mighty smart, "Severi,”' he Yu' ^oughta be 
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writitf books, not stealin’ ’em/’ He looked round the room. ■ 
Well, Boys, yu bitter take an’ string me up , for collarin’ 
my own coin/* 

" ■ The Judge, jury'^and a number of those , present smiled 
.widely at the joke, hut there were some^who looked ^dubious. 
Bartholomew evidently noticed this, for he directed a 
meaning glance at the jury, and immediately Muger, who 
was acting as foreman, spoke* 

** See here, Judge,” he said. All this jaw ain’t gettin* 
us nowhere. The jury don’t want to hear no more about 
the robbery 5 this fella’s found with the goods on him 5 it’s 
an open an’ shut case/’ 

‘‘If you have come to a decision on that charge, gentlemen, 
we can get on with the murder,” Lufton said, 

“ Whose murder — mine ? ” asked Severn sarcastically. 
“ It amounts to that, yu know, because the man who could 
prove I had nothin’ to gain by Masters’ death ain’t here. 
I mean Judge Embley.” 

“ He is under grave suspicion of being your accomplice,” 
Lufton said severely. “ And the fact that he is not to be 
found bears it out. He got you your present job ? ” 

“ It was through him I met Masters,” Severn admitted. 

“ And soon after you go to the Lazy M, your employer 
disappears,” the Judge went on. “ How did you get the 
rifle he was known^o have taken with him ? ” 

If he had hoped the abrupt question would discompose the 
accused he was disappointed ; Severn told a plain story of 
the slaying of Ignacio and the finding of the weapon. 

“ An’ that’s a lie ! ” Bartholomew burst out. “ Ignacio 
was heard of in Mexico a few weeks back, as my foreman, 
Penton, can testify/’ ^ 

The prisoner smiled grimly ; he had his doubts about that. 
Again he produced a slip of paper. “ Here’s somethin’ else 
I found on the Greaser,” he said.^ “ Y u’ll notice it’s 
another imitation o’ Bartholomew’s penmanship.” 

The Judge gave it a'^casual glance, and then for a moment 
his eyes m^t those*^o%|ie Bar B ^wner meaningl|. 
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' "You seem fond of writing/’ he said. ®^Did yu tell' 
anyone about the gun ? ” ^ 

On’y Miss Masters/’ was the reply. 

“And she’s missing, too; all the’^' people who might 
.corroborate your' statements appear to be,” Lufton , com- 
mented' cuttingly. “ Any more' evidence, sheriff ? ” 

This was Tyler’s great moment, and he prepared to make 
the most of it. Strutting forward, he told how he and his 
deputy, Jake, riding through The Sink, had noticed tracks, 
followed them up, and found the missing rancher’s clothes. 
One by one he produced the garments, handing them to 
the Judge. 

“ An’ underneath ’em we found this,” he finished. 
“ Yu’ll see it’s got the prisoner’s initials on it.” 

Tense silence reigned as the weapon was passed first to 
the Judge and then, at his direction, to the accused man 
who examined it curiously. 

“ Is that yours ? ’’ came the question. 

“ Yeah, it was taken from me by the White Masks,” the 
puncher replied without hesitation. “But it didn’t have 
them letters on it then. Y u don’t print as well as yu write, 
Bartholomew.” 

“ Pretty good at findin’ answers, ain’t he ? ” the Bar B 
cattleman mocked, and the jury, at whom the remark was 
directed, smiled in agreement. ^ 

Bent stepped forward and held up a hand. “ ’Scuse me. 
Judge, Fm puttin’ in a protest that thisyer trial ain’t reg’ler,” 
he said. “ It’s bin rushed an’ the accused ain’t had no 
chanct to prepare a defence or git his witnesses. The 
prosecution ain’t proved any motive for his bumping off 
Masters, an’ th® evifience makes him out a plain dam fool, 
which every man here knows he ain’t. He tries to cash 
bills at the bank he stole ’em from, an’ he hides the clothes 
o’ the fella he murd^rednen’ leaves his gun with his initials 
on^with ’em. I put it to the jury, does the prisoner look 
plumb loco ? ” ^ 

Lufton’s smile was oily ms he repli^tci this appeal ■ 
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: ' Mister Bent^ ' as a friend of the accused^ ■ has to raise 
obje&tionsJ” he explained to the jurj. What he -does not 
realise is , that clever criminals .get over-confident and make 
mistakes. As for mbtive, the court knows that the murder 
was part of a deep' plot to obtain the de^d man’s property.” 
He looked craftily at the twelve citizens. If more 

evidence is required ” Muger shook his head. Very 

wcllj gentlemen, you may retire and consider your verdict,” 
Then Bartholomew flung his bombshelL 
** I reckon the jury oughta know, Judge, that this fella 
who’s, been masqueradin’ here under the name o’ Severn, 
used to be better knowed as Sudden, the outlaw,” he rasped 
out, with a vindictive glare in the direction of the dock. 

The whistle of indrawn breath and a medley of ejaculations 
greeted the announcement, and every man in the room 
pressed forward to get a good look at the famous gunman, as 
though they were seeing him for the first time. Excited 
whispers passed from mouth to mouth as stories of his 
exploits were recalled. Given his guns, he might have 
walked out of the court unhurt, such had been his repute, 
but lacking them . . • In the midst of it all, the man 
himself sat, his face a mask of immobility, his eyes coolly 
contemplating the men who were to decide whether he lived 
or died. The low buzz of conversation and the scraping of 
shifted feet on the ^nded floor ceased when Muger, who 
had been whispering to his men, stood up. 

“There ain’t no need to retire, Judge,” he stated. 
“ We’re all agreed.” 

“ And your verdict is i ” 

“ Guilty as hell.” 

The Judge turned his gaze upon accused. “ Yeu 
have heard the jury’s decision,” he said. “ Anything to say ? ” 
Severn’s narrowed eyes were coldly contemptuous. “ I 
reckon yore reputation flatters yu, ssh,’^ he drawled. 

The gibe penetrated even Ltifton’s tough hide. His 
yellow, pasty face took^on a crimscfli rint, ^nd his thin^ lips ' 
contorted into an u'^ljR^narl, 
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®® Yoii have been rightly found guilty of the crim« 
charged against you/’ he said. “ It only remainsYor nie to 
pronounce tEe penalty, which is, that you be hanged by the 
neck till you are dead.” He turned Co Tyler. Sheriff, 
you will see to it tha^t the prisoner is conducted to the capital, 
where the sentence will be carried out.” 

: The harsh voice, with its travesty of judicial gravity, could 
not conceal the speaker’s inward satisfaction 5 he almost 
seemed to exult in the power that enabled him to send a 
younger man than himself to his death. Having thus 
cunningly evaded all responsibility for what he knew was 
about to happen, he leant back in his chair and lit a cigar. 
For a moment there was silence, and then the meaning of' 
the Judge’s pronouncement dawned upon the assem,bly. A 
hoarse, murmuring growd like that of a savage beast deprived 
of its prey rumbled through the room. Mad Martin leapt 
upon a chair. 

“ To hell with sendin’ him to the capital ! ” he shouted. 

He’s mebbe got a pull there 1 that’s how he got off afore. 
I’m sayin’ this town’s got ropes an’ trees enough to do its 
own bangin’.” 

“ That’s the talk,” said another, and instantly the cry was 
taken up from all parts of the court-room. Bartholomew 
was silent, a smile of sardonic satisfaction on his cruel lips. 
In local parlance, he was “ sittin’ fyietty ’’—things were 
going exactly as he had planned. The Judge rapped on 
his table and managed to get a hearing. . 

Sheriff, I shall hold you responsible for seeing that the 
law is' observed,” he warned. 

Again the uproar broke out, and the sheriff, his recently- 
aequired self-esteei^, all gone, might” easily have ' been 
mistaken for the condemned ma% so woeful did he appear. 
He looked appealingly at Bartholomew, but the hlg man 
shook his head and l^ugfed. 

It’s yore job, sheriff,’^ he said. 

' ®Ropes an’ Ipsse^” Martin yellea. Fetch him along, 
boys." ^ ^ V 
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A rush was mad^ and despite the fact that a number of 
the more moderate citizens strove to help them^ the sheriff 
and his deputies were brushed aside like flies^ and the ' prisoner 
was hustled out into Ihe open, street. . 

** Where now ? ” asked a dozen. ^ 

Take him to Forby's — -thc' ghost there ' must be , gittin’ 
lonesome,” Martin cried, and the suggestion was adopted 
with a shout of approval 

On the back of a horse, with the loop of a lariat round his 
neck, and surrounded by men with drawn guns, Severn 
began what he did not doubt was his last ride, for the levity 
and rough humour, typical of a Western mob, was no 
indication that the grim programme would not be carried 
out These men were primitive, slaves of their easily- 
aroused passions j their reasoning was crude 5 they saw ordy 
the obvious. Bartholomew had money in the bank, therefore 
he would not rob it 5 Severn’s gun found with the clothes 
was to them conclusive proof that he had murdered the 
missing man. The temperate citizens, who might have 
considered the more subtle evidence produced, were carried 
away by the turbulent faction. 

To a man, all who had been in the court-room joined the 
procession. Bartholomew rode with the sheriff and Lufton, 
the latter knowing that to save his own face he must protest 
to the end. 

The condemned man’s features were as impassive as a 
statue’s. He had played, lost, and must pay, though the 
cards had been stacked against him. In the course of his 
tempestuous career he had dared death many times, and he 
could face the fell Monarch fearlessly. Like most men of 
his type, Severn was something of a fat^isf • A violent end 
was an ever-present possibility, and it part of his creed 
that a man must take his medicine without squealing. 
Bartholomew’s hand was evident ^r^ughout, even in the 
choice of the place where he waS" to die. He rememb€red 
what Penton had said^ and almost sfeile^. at the thought 
th^t the Bar B own^N^ad yet one more blow to jeceive. 
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The joumey^ did not take long. round a 

dump of trees and emerged into the little glade where stood 
the ruined cabin, Martin, who' was leading, pulled up and 
yelled excitedly : 

, ':®‘ Heirs flames A fella’s hangin’ there a’ready*”' 

The riders, surged forward and grouped themselves around 
the big cottonwood with its dangling, ghastly burden. 

Ain’t that yore grey. Bent ? ” ' asked one, pointing . to 
the dead horse. ; 

“ Shore is. Missed him this mornin’- — reckoned he’d 
dragged his picket-pin,” the saloon-keeper replied. 

Old Forby’s ghost has bin busy,” said another. “That 
brand’s bin re-cut, an’ what’s them blame notches mean, 
anyways ? ” 

Bartholomew needed but one look. “ It’s Penton,” he 
said. “ How the devil- ? ” 

Martin untied the end of the rope, lowered the body to 
the ground, and bent over to examine it. 

“ Plugged through the forehead,” he pronounced. “ An’ 
he had his gun out” He pointed to where the weapon lay 
in a patch of sand. Bart shot a furious look at Severn. 

“This is yore work, damn yu ! ” he snarled, “ Yu 
broke gaol to do it. Well, yu’ll be takin’ his place.” 

His rage was largely assumed 5 inwardly he experienced a 
feeling of relief. Penton knew too much, and also, would 
have wanted too much. Once Severn was settled with, his 
way was clear, for he did not doubt he could bring the girl 
to her senses, and Embley would do what was required or 
follow Severn. Once again Lufton called on the sheriiff to 
perform his duty, and Tyler moved forward, only to shrink 
tack when a gt?n w#s tlirust in his face. 

“ I warn you all that the act you are about to commit is 
unlawful,” the Judge quavered. 

Jeers answered hi§i. ^The finding of Penton’s body had 
put the finishing touch, bringing to the surface the blood lust 
that^lies dormari^ in 1m<?st men. Pulled from his horse, the 
prisoner placed beneath the tree,a«^e*rope fling over, the 
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branch and' gripped ^by three self-appointed executioners. 
Standing, tlfere, waiting for the word which would hini him 
into eternity^ Severn gazed indifferently at the ring of brutal 
faces. Behind them he could see Larry^ furious wi til. despakj 
Bent^' and some of the more sober citizeps, BartholomeWj 
Lufton and the sheriff were standing togetheij and a'' few 
yards away^ leaning against a tree^ was Snap Luiitj apparently 
taking no interest in the proceedings. But Severn was not 
deceived, and wondered what desperate scheme the gunman 
was devising 5 for he knew Snap, knew that he would face 
any odds and go down biting to the last. 

A little breeze which tempered the heat of the sun and 
stirred the leaves to a gentle murmur, the piping of the 
birds, and the gurgling laughter of the water as it tumbled 
over the stones in the creek-bed, combined to create a scene 
violently at variance with the tragedy about to be enacted. 


CHAPTER XXIII 


Soow after the procession to Forby’s had set out on its 
mission of vengeance, a visitor came riding into Hope. He 
was a short, rather corpulent man of about fifty, dressed in a 
dark coat, trousers folded neatly into the tops of his high 
boots, a soft black hat, and carefully-tied cravat He wore 
no weapons in sight As he progressed along the forsaken 
street his amazement increased, and presently, seeing a 
slatternly woman at an open door, he pulled up and removed 
his hat, revealing a crop of iron-grey hair, 

“ Pardon me, ma’am, but the town seems somewhat 
deserted,” he smiled. 

‘‘ Aye, all the crazy fool men is gone to the bangin’,” she 
told him. “ Why, I had to whup my boy what’s oii’y 
eight, or he’d V bin off too.” 

“ The hanging ? ” repeated the visitor. 

Shore, yu know what a bangin’ is, I reckon,” she 
replied. ‘‘ They tried a man this mornin’ an’ now they’ve 
gone to string him up. Fine-lookin’?^ fella, too; not my 
idea of a bad ’un, but yu can’t go by looks. They say he 
robbed the bank here an’ murdered his boss.” 

‘‘Then he deserves to swing,” the stranger decided, 
“ What was his name ?, ” 

“ Severn he called hisself, but they claim he’s Sudden, the 
faMous outlaw,’^ thc^^woman said. 

At this she saw the man straighten up in his saddle, and 
when he spoke again'his voice had an edge, 

“ Where Is the hanging to take place ? ” 

^ Over to Forby’s. iCain’t far, though why they ^want 
to g& trapesin’ aHut'^^wBen there’s trees a-plenty close here 
I duniio, bgt men’ll alius srutch a chp^e** to.w^le time.”^ 
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Tbe stranger di^ed into a pockety produced' a five-dollar ■ 
Mllmd Held it out ' I’ll be obliged if your little boy will 
guide' me there/’ he said. I promise he shan’t see' any 

• hanging.” ' ' 

The woman grabbed the money, and in response to her 
shrill call, a barefooted, tear-stained urchin appeared. 

**'^'Abe, yo’re to show the gent the way tO' Forby’s, but if I 
find yu’ve saw the bangin’, I’ll take the hide off’n yu,” she 
warned. 

The horseman stooped, lifted the child to the saddle in 
front of him, thanked the woman, and rode away. 

The shortest road, Abe,” he said. Get there in time 
and there’s a dollar for you. If we’re too late . . . ” 

He did not finish the sentence, but the pleasant, genial 
tone had gone from his voice, and there was no warmth in 
the keen grey eyes. 

» » m » 

Mad Martin, who had constituted himself master of 
ceremonies, placed his hands on his hips and contemplated 
the condemned man with mocking malice. 

*■ This is where I even up, Severn,” he hissed. “ An’ as 
for that dawg, I’m agoin’ to cut him in strips with my quirt 
when yo’re — gone.” 

Mind he don’t^send yu after Fenton, yu polecat,” the 
cowpuncher retorted. 

White with fury, Martin was about to give the signal to 
those at the rope, when someone shouted, Who’s this 
a-comin’ ? ” 

On the eastern side of the glade, through a break in the 
trees, three riders came in sight, spurring ^eary horses fo a 

• last gallop. Bartholomew gave one glance, muttered a 
curse, and shouted : 

Finish him off,” ^ 

“-Stop ! At the ^ first pull on that rope yu ^die, 
Bartholomew, an’ the fellas holdim itTolI^w yu.” 

r It was Snap Lunf^oice, vibr^int with menacg, Standing 
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in a half crouehj his back protected by the tree-trunkj he, 
had both guns levelled, one of them di^-ectly covering .the 
Bar B man« . . 

Who are yu, an’ w-hat are yu hoxnm’ in for ? ’’ the 
rancher roared.' 

** My name’s Sna|) Lunt, an’ Fm just seein’ fair, that’s 
all,” the little man said quietly. “Yu can ha^g that fella 
just as easy in ten minits’ time, when we know what these 
folk want. Mebbe they’re just honin’ to see the bangin’.” 

The name sent a quiver of excitement through the crowd, 
and the men holding the rope dropped it i they were taking 
no chances with a marksman of Snap’s reputation for 
accuracy; moreover, two of them had been present at 
Severn’s arrest, when the gunman had an attack of “ nerves.” 
Bartholomew, too, was nonplussed, and before he could 
think of any expedient, the newcomers had arrived. 

“ Thank God, we’re in time ! ” Judge Embley gasped, 
as he flung himself from his panting animal and helped Phil 
to dismount. 

The third of the party, a smallish, one-eyed man, whom 
some of those present remembered seeing once or. twice in 
town, got down more leisurely, and stood surveying the 
scene indifferently. No one took much notice of him, all 
interest being centred on the girl and Embley. The latter 
walked straight to his fellow-jurist. 

“ What’s the meaning of this, Luiton ? ” he enquired, 
“ Surely I don’t find you assisting at a lynching ? ” 

“ Certainly not 5 I came here to prevent one,” Lufton 
replied indignantly, “ At the request of the citizens of 
Hope Again, I tried the accused this morning, found him 
guilty of robberji^ and murder, sentenced him to be hanged, 
and ordered the sher® to take him to the capital for execution. 
These men, fearing the culprit might escape the penalty of 
his misdeeds, decided to t^ke the punishment into their own 
hajgds. I have protdtted in vain.” 

“^And Mr. Bartl^olc^ew, has he protested f ” Embley 
asked witheringly. 

■ " " 'if 
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Lufton flushed He has given me every assistancej’^: 
he»said ;S|iffly. ^ 

Even to tellin’ his men to finish the prisoner off when^ 
he saw yu were comin’,” Bent put in.' 

** Is that so f ” ^mbley flashed 

I didn’t know it was yu,” Bartholomew lied^ with a 
savage look at the saloon-keeper. “ I thought it was a 
rescue party from his ranch, an’ didn’t want trouble. 
Anyway, I don’t see that yore arrival, makes any difference j 
we’re strong enough to do as we like, I guess.” 

Better guess again, Bartholomew,’’ Emblcy smiled. 
‘^ Unless I’m mistaken there are folk coming now who’ll 
have a word to say.” 

In fact, the distant drum of pounding hoofs was audible, 
and away off on the plain a compact body of horsemen was 
approaching at full speed. The Bar B man’s face darkened 
as he saw that this new factor was composed of about a 
dozen men from the X T and Lazy M, An awkward 
bunch, but his supporters outnumbered them, and if it came 
to a pitched battle . . . He turned arrogantly to Embley as 
the punchers dashed up, pulled their sweating, foam-flecked 
ponies to a halt, and whooped with delight when they saw 
Severn standing there, a grin of welcome on his lean face. 

** Well, what d’yu reckon yu can do?” Bartholomew 
sneered. 

Hope is under jurisdiction 5 I can order the case to 
be re-heard,” Embley replied. 

Lufton’s face crimsoned. It would be most uncon- 
ventional to re-try a guilty man,” he protested. 

It would be a damn sight more unconvention^ to hang 
an innocent one,” snapped the other. ^ 

The principal actor in the drama, «The condemned man, 
watched the proceedings unperturbed. He had removed 
the noose from his neck and was leaning carelessly against 
the tree which had so nearly been put^to a more sinister^use. 
With Embley there, hyp was contex^ to await the issue. His 
friends, at a whispered word from llid^e, had kepff their 
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•saddles and , strung out in a half-circle, ready for instant 
action. Bartholomew’s men, too, sullen ’l-nd savage^looking, 

' were also prepared. Only a spark was needed, to start the 
conflagration. 

An’ who’s goin’ to re-try the case, yu, ' the prisoner’s 
pal, or Lufton ? ” Bartholomew asked jeeringly. 

“ That’s a question I can perhaps settle for you, gentle- 
' -men,” said a quiet , voice, and the stout little man who had 
found the town of Hope deserted,- walked forward. So 
absorbed were the spectators, that his advent had not been 
noticed. 

Einbley spun round and his face lit' up 'when he saw'' the 
speaker. In a second his hand was out. “ Bleke ! ” he 
exclaimed. ■ “ I never in my life was so , glad to sec you. 
How in the name of— — ? ” 


The little stranger shrugged his shoulders and smiled 
whimsically. “ Just happened along,” he said. 

He nodded to Lufton, whose unwholesome face was now 
the colour of cheese, and looked curiously at Black Bart 
Mr, Bartholomew of the Bar B, Governor,” Embley 
introduced. 

“ I’ve heard of him,” Bleke said in a non-committal tone, 
and did not offer his hand. 

The rancher’s face paled under its tan, and his rage at 
this unexpected development nearly stifled him. But he 
had to control it 5 all hope of imposingTiis w:ill by force had 
now gone, for hard and reckless as his outfit was, the men 
would not risk outlawry. The tide had turned against him, 
and it would need all his effrontery to save himself. He 
listeited contemptuously while Lufton, concerned now only 
with his own s^ety, told the story of the trial. When he 
had finished, the Governor nodded comprehendingly. 

I can review the^case, take any fresh evidence you may 
have, Embley, and ordis^r a new hearing if I deem it 
necessary,” he decided. “ I will do that now. It is not 
often one is ablq^to administer the-»Iaw in such charming 
surroundings.” He walked over to-a^Men tre^trunk and 
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sat down. Thi^ will serve for the Judicial bench, and the 
lady' shall share it,” ' he smiled. I am afraid the rest of 
you will have to stand.” 

, Wondering, and Vholly impressed by this quiet little man 
with the shrewd, dominating grey eye^ the citizens crowded 
round. There were scowling, sulky faces among them, but' 
no one ventured a protest. The nearest approach to it: 
came from- Bart, 

Keep an eye on the prisoner — ^he ain’t cleared yet,” he 
audibly told his followers. 

“ As he returned to gaol voluntarily, I doubt if he will 
run away, Mr. Bartholomew,” the Governor commented. 

But he shall stand inside the ring on my left, and if you 
will take the opposite position, you will be able to watch 
him yourself.” 

The rancher scowled but complied. Severn noticed that 
Snap had contrived to secure a place just behind where he 
himself was standing. 

The Governor turned to Lufton. “ I should like to see 
the evidence the prisoner produced,” he began. 

He compared the writing in tlie account-book carefully 
with the two slips and then looked at Bartholomew. 

‘‘ You think these afe forgeries ? ” 

“ Don’t think a-tall — I know they are,” retorted the 
rancher. ^ 

‘‘ Very clever ones,” Bleke said dryly, and Luftoii 
squirmed uncomfortably. “ Let us have your story, 
Embley.” 

The Judge gave a brief but complete account of his 
abduction and subsequent interview with the owi^r of the 
Bar B, and then, at the request of thg GcT/ernor, Phil told 
her experience. When she had ended, Bleke turned to 
Bartholomew. 

“ Well, what have you to say, dr he asked. 

ain’t denyin’ it,” the ranker returned hardily, ^ * It 
was the on’y way I could get ’efSa des^ an’ the gid was 
promised to me a’rdlulj;.” # 
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“ That’s not true, I had refused you,” Phil interposed hotly. 

The cattleman lifted his shoulders, “ '^ah!' A^womaii’s' ' 
whim,” he replied. 

, What influence had you over these -outlaws ? ” 

The chief of ’em owed his life to me.” 

And when you failec* and returned to Hope, why didn’t 
you organise' a rescue ? ” asked the Governor., ' 

I gave a promise — that was the condition — ^an’ I keep 
my word, even to such as them,” Bart retorted. 

** How did you get these bills ? ” was the next question. 

** Never had ’em. Severn lied when he said he found 
’em in my desk,” the big man replied. 

He was recovering his assurance, and his lips curled 
contemptuously as he looked down at the quiet little 
questioner he could have crushed with one hand, but who 
had the power, in certain circumstances, to blot him out of 
existence. He had heard of Governor Bleke, and knew that 
he had the reputation of being to evil-doers all that his name 
implied. At a gesture from Embley, the man Patch stepped 
forward, and the lawyer said sharply 

This is the Governor of the Territory. Take your hat 
off, fellow.” 

The witness shuffled his feet and looked embarrassed. 
“ If His Excellency don’t mind, I’d ruther not for a while,” 
he replied huskily. 

Bleke waved a hand impatiently. ^ It doesn’t matter,” 
he said. Tell your tale and see that it’s the truth, or I 
shall know how to deal with you.” 

Standing there, his hat slouched over his face and his 
thumbs hooked in his belt, the bandit shot a covert glance at 
Bartholomew, who was watching him uneasily. The 
rancher was feeling"^ uncomfortable ; he had taken little 
notice of the fellow -when he had ridden in, but he now 
knew him for one of the White Masks. With a disdainful 
liftTjf the head he dis^nissod his misgivings — the word of an 
outlaw could not-connt-for much, -and he probably knew 
but little. * 
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V ®VITl start with the bank robbery^ though that ain^t tlie 
begniiing/’ the t^^imess said^ his voice loWj hoarse,, but ' 
pitched so. that all could hear. “ 1 was o.iie o’ the two. who 
.' went in ; the man who held the ^bosses is — dead.^’, A 
■ spasm of satisfaction flitted across Bart’s face at the news* 
" I didn’t fire the shot that downed Rapson.” 

« Who did ?”Bleke asked 

The witness pointed. “ Bartholomew/’ he answered, ■ 

Gasps of amazementj mingled with bursts of derisive 
laugh ter^ those of the accused being the loudest^ followed 
the statement. 

a Why, yu damn fool, less’n half an hour after , the robbery 
I was in town organizin’ a posse to search out the thieves,” 
the Bar B man sneered. 

“ Yeah, a mile outa town yu left us, changed yore clothes 
an’ boss for others yu had cached, rode around through the 
brush an’ come into Hope from the other side,” Patch said, 
adding quietly, “ I follered yu,” 

“ It’s a cursed lie, an’ I’ll twist yore ” 

“ Let the man tell his story 5 I’ll listen to you afterwards, 
Bartholomew,” the Governor intervened. He handed the 
alleged forgeries to Patch, and asked, “ What do you know 
of those ? ” 

“ Bartholomew wrote ’em,” was the unhesitating reply. 

Ignacio had orders to wipe Severn out, an’ got wiped out 
hisself,” ^ 

“ Ignacio’s alive now,” the Bar B man protested. 

I saw him shot,” the witness went on stolidly. He 
ambushed Severn an’ got what he deserved. The abduction 
o’ Miss Masters an’ the plantin’ o’ the stolen bsSIs Xt the 
Lazy M were done by Bartholomew’s orders, an’ Sevepi’s 
money was taken to him, Bartholomew was The Mask.” 

The rancher laughed scornfully. ^ 

‘‘ Yu’ve taught this skunk — ^a^onfessed outlaw and thief 
— a pretty tale to save yore frien 4 ’s hidfe, ain’t yu, Embley ? ” 
he jSered. ^ 

The lawyer dk^ted his ansjsrer to the Governor. ** I 
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did not know what this man was going to say/* he explained* 

He enabled ns to escape^ and insisted upon accopipanying 
11S3, giving no reason/* 

Bleke nodded^ his grey eyes col^ji ' and his features 
expressionless. For the time he was a judge^ without 
friends or foes^ therS to w'eigh impartially the evidence put ■ 
before him. 

What do you know about Masters i ** he asked* 

A goodish bit,” Patch replied. ‘‘I know that when 
he lost his wife it broke him up 5 he let go all holts an’ went 
on the batter, drinkin’ an’ gamblin’ with a mighty hard 
crowd* There come a day when the Desert Edge stage is 
held up an’ the driver killed. Some here’ll remember it.” 

A chorus of confirmatory nods, grunts and “Yu betchas ” 
greeted the statement One citizen had actually been a 
passenger in the despoiled vehicle, and the town had therefore 
never been allowed to forget the occurrence. 

“ Well, that job was pulled oiSF by the gang Masters was 
hellin’ around with,” Patch continued. “ He come out of 
a drunken daze the mornin’ after it happened, an’ was told 
that he’d not on’y took part in the robbery, but done the 
shootin’, an’ he was shown a paper to that effect, signed by 
one o’ the others. Not bein’ able to recollect where he was 
the day before, he believed it. The fella that had the paper 
promised it’d never be used — ^said he got it as a protection 
for the rest. As yu know, the ro^-agents never were 
traced. 

“ The shock of it jolted Masters straight agin. He gave 
up racketin’ about an’ went back to his ranch, but he 
wa^’t same man y the memory o’ that mad crime — for 
h§ didn’t doub^he’d done it — preyed on his mind, an’ then 
the devil that held Aat damnin’ evidence began to prey on 
him, too.” ^ ^ 

He paused a moment.^ The silence was broken only by 
th^ birds and the stamping hoofs of restless horses. The 
Bar^B owner hac^ost hi| look of scornful unbelief, and^there 
was fear jn his eyes. He glanced fu^jj/^ely round, but he 
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was hemmed in ; there was nothing for it 'but to hrazen 
things out After ^11, theyoould have no proof ; ' Masters 
was dead, and- so were the others. 

. “ At first it was Qnly small sums of money,'''* the witness ' 
went on, ‘‘ but they grew in size until at last Masters could 
raise no more. Then he had to gwe cattle, an’ he began to 
see that nothin’ less than his ranch an’ his daughter would 
satisfy this human leech who, in the guise of a friend, was 
suckin’ him dry. He looked round for some way o’ savin’ 
what was left o’ his property, an’ the idea came to him that 
if he warn’t there, the power o’ the blackmailer would be 
gone. So he put a trustworthy man in charge o’ the 
Lazy M, an’ then— faded,” 

“ And the name of this — blackmailer ? ” the Governor 
asked. 

Patch pointed again, “ Bartholomew,” he said quietly. 

The rancher had known what was coming and was ready. 
He swept off his hat and bowed ironically to the Desert Edge 
lawyer. 

“ Embley, I gotta hand it yu, yo’re a good romancer, an’ 
yore pupil done it damn well,” he said. “ But talk is easy 
an’ don’t prove nothin’,” He turned to the man who had 
so boldly accused him. “ How comes it yu know such a 
helluva lot about Masters ? Mebbe yu killed him yoreself.” 

The outlaw considered the matter for a moment and then 
said deliberately, “ I^‘’pose I did, in a manner o’ speakin’.” 
A threatening murmur came from where the Lazy M outfit 
stood, and hearing it he flung up his head and laughed, 
“ Aw right, boys,” he cried, and the huskiness had gone 
from his voice, “ don’t get het up ; I’m goin’ to bpng^ore 
boss to life agin.” With a quick gesture Jie whipped off 
his hat, took the patch from his eye, and said, “ Phil.” 

The girl had been staring at him, unable to recognise the 
father she had given up hope of seeing again in the bearded 
man before her, but at the sound^of h^ name spoken in^he 
famiKar voice, doubt cc^ld no longqjr exis^and v/ith a cry of 
“ Daddy,” she rarvip htis arms. 


0 
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For a few ' moments the cheering mob forgot everything ■ 
save' that the missing man, for whose Inurder another^ had 
been nearly done to death, had reappeared so. dramatically, 
Severn, too, came, in for part of the $:ongratulations, men 
fighting to pat his back or shake him by the hand. The 
cow-puncher endured their enthusiasm with ' a saturnine 
smile I he knew that many of them would have hanged him 
with the utmost cheerfulness a short half hour earlier;^ had 
the cards' fallen differently* 



CHAPTER XXIV 


To Black Bartj the reappearance of the mining rancher 
had been a well-nigh crushing blow, and for a moment flight 
seemed to be his only hope of escaping, at the best, a long 
term of imprisonment One swift glance ' told him that in 
the ■ excitement he was being neglected, and he began to 
slowly edge his way out of the crowd. But there was one 
other who, little interested in Masters, was greatly so in 
Bartholomew. The latter had only progressed a few yards 
when ; 

Oh, don’t,” came a satirical warning whisper. 

The Bar B man turned and saw that the speaker was 
Snap. The gunman’s hands hung loosely over the butts of 
his forty-fives, and the slitted eyes and corded jaw-muscles 
conveyed the threat that was not in the words. The 
cattleman stiiffened and stood still. Then he squared his 
shoulders, and his lips pursed in an ugly pout as a new 
thought came to him j Masters alive might still be used. 

The Governor’s v<Sce was heard, calling for order. The 
milling mob fell back, all eyes on the little man who, dropping 
as it were from the sky, dominated them by the sheer power 
of his personality, 

“ I think, gentlemen, that Mr. Masters has moj^ t«»tell 
us,” Bleke said. ^ 

With one arm round his daughter, th# man who had been 
missing so long resumed his story, There ain’t much 
more, but what there is means a lot — to me,” he began. 
“ When I left the Lazy M, I w^t t$ The Sink, wherg I 
^ had another boss, clotheg^an’ grub cached ready. I changed, 
shoved my old dud^gito a cleft in the focls ” 
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*'[An\ a; rifle/’ Severn commented, with a grin at the; 
sheriff, who was looking very unhappy. *• ■ . ■ 

Why, no/’ Masters said in surprise. I left the gun 
on the boss when I turned him loose, after shootin’ a 
jack“rabbit an’ bloodying the saddle 5 yu see, I wanted to be 
reckoned dead. Then I drifted into the Pinnacles country 
an’ lay doggo. Soon as I got a fair crop o’ whiskers, I 
joined the White Masks, tellin’ ’em I’d lit outa Texas ’bout 
ten clear Jumps ahead of a sheriff’s posse ; they fell for it/’ 
He looked at Severn. ** Yu got my warnin’s ? ” 

Yeah, an’ I’m thankin’ yu,” the foreman replied. “ I 
couldn’t figure who sent ’em, but they was shore useful.” 

A fella has a right to protect his own property, I 
reckon,” Masters grinned. I soon found out that while 
Shadwell was the nominal chief o’ the bandits, the real head 
was Bartholomew.” 

The Bar B owner shrugged his shoulders disdainfully. 

‘‘ An’ I took a posse to hunt down my own men, huh f ” 
he gibed. 

^ An’ failed to find ’em,” Bent cut in caustically. I 
was one o’ the fools that follered yu that day.” 

Like a trapped beast, the discredited ruler of Hope glared 
round and realised that his day was done. Some of the faces 
were plainly exultant, others disgusted, none were friendly j 
even his own men now evaded his glance. With a shake 
like that of a dog, he turned savagely^o the Governor. 

A tangle o’ lies, framed up by that fella Severn an’ that 
damned lawyer who was helpin’ him glom on to the 
Lazy M,” he shouted. ■' 

■ Masters laughed loudly. “ Severn steal the 

^azy M ? ” % cried. “ Why, yu bonehead, he as good as 
owns it a’ ready — a mortgage on every foot o’ the land 
Ir was him lent the mohey I paid To keep yore lyin’ mouth 
shut, though I didn^t know it when he come as foreman.” 

The exckmat^n caijie from ajjd Severn studiously^ 
avoided looking in Ser direction. jcnew from the tone 

** '1 
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tfiat her ' eyes were full of shame and contritioiij and he did 
not want «to meet them, just then. Her father noticed that 
she -was' trembling, and asked what was the matter, 

“ Dad, and I treated him so mean,’^ she whispered. 

** Shucks I honey, Severn ain’t the man to hold it against ; 
yu,”' he comforted. “ He’s married, an’ knows how it is ' 
with women.” 

She shook her head, tried again to catch the foreman’s 
eye and failed, but she had more success with Larry, and 
what she saw appeared to be satisfactory, for it brought a 
tremulous smile to her lips again. 

Bartholomew was not yet beaten j he still had a card to 
play. He turned on Masters. 

** Think yu’vc been damn clever, don’t yu ? ” he sneered. 

Mebbe yo’re forgettin’ I’ve still got evidence to hang yu.” 

** Which evidence is a wicked lie, as Embley can prove,” 
the other said fiercely. 

The Governor took the paper the lawyer handed to him, 
read it, and looked gravely at Bartholomew. 

** This is the signed and witnessed death-bed statement pf 
a man named Mobey,” he said. “ In it he confesses that 
he shot the Desert Edge stage-driver, and that he wrote a 
document fastening the crime on Masters at your instigation.” 

Bartholomew tried a laugh of incredulity, but before the 
stern, accusing eyes of the Governor, the sound died in his 
throat. Look wher^ he might, he now saw none but 
threatening faces, and fear with clammy fingers clutched at 
his heart. Over the spot where he stood, the tree which 
had borne so many tragic burdens cast an ominous shadow, 
and he could not keep his gaze from the big bran«;i^* 
mind dropped into the past. How long ago w^s it i Severp, 
who had seen and read the look, answered him. 

‘‘Ten years back, Bartholomew,” hp was saying, and his 
voice was ice-cold, “ yu an’ some yore outfit hanged an 
old man to that tree on a charge q’ stej??lin’ cattle. He was 
innocent — yu had alter^i^d the brariids ^yo^self an’ put^the 
beasts in his pasturor^ his on’y crime was being a ‘ nester.’ ” 
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The rancher moistened his dry lips.^ Yu say he 
snarled.: Pro¥e it.” * ® 

Severn pointed to Darby. That man waS' tidin’ for yu 
at the time/’ he said. ‘‘ He was of the party. Because he ■ 

, protested, he’s been ^ared ; the others, well, yu, know what’s 
happened to them, Bartholomew.” . 

Despite himself, the big man shivered. I fired that 
fella— he’d say anythin’,” he defended, Anyways, it’s 
his word against mine.” 

• No, there is another eye-witness here,” the foreman 

said, 

Bartholomew’s eyes widened as, obeying Severn’s gesture, 
Larry stepped forward. Him ? ” he cried in derision. 

“ Why, he musta been on’y a kid.” 

Yu said it,” Severn told him sternly. The kid whose 
father yu hanged before his eyes, whose home yu burned, an’ 
whom yu drove penniless into the wilderness, Laurence 
Forby,” 

The revelation struck Bartholomew dumb; he did not 
d«)ubt the truth of it. He could only glare at this ** pup ” 
•—as he was wont to contemptuously call him— who had 
emerged from the obscurity of the past to put the finishing 
touch to his downfall This boy, with the tense, granite 
face and vengeful gaxe, would get all that he, Bartholomew, 
had schemed for — the ranch, the girl^. . . At the thought 
a gust of red rage swept through him, the rage of a cornered 
brute, desiring only to strike before it dies. Madness, the 
madness of bitter hate, possessed him. 

“ I oughta wiped yu out then, yu whelp,” he muttered 
thi®3/f^naware that he was thinking aloud. Then with a 
sassage oath, he bent forward as though about to spring. 

I lose, but yu doift win,” he hissed, and snatching out his 
gun, levelled it full ast Larry’s breast. 

Swift as he was, afother was swifter. Before the 
mtirderous finger co®d sqpeeAe the trigger, a lance of flame ^ 
.cani^ from Seveiii’s®si<ie, the ' crasfc -oPthe shot drowning 
Phil’s cry, and Bartholcjmew, fiing^g his hands high, 
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Staggered, sagged at the knees and dropped in the dust, his 
gun exploSiiig harmfessly.' 

Severn, leaning forward, the acrid smoke swirling about 
his middle, looked' zt his fallen foe for a moment, handed' 
Snap back his gun, and turned away. ^Amid an awestruck 
silence, one of the Bar B outfit stt>oped and examined the 
body. 

“ Plumb atween the eyes, with a strange gun snaked from 
biother fella’s belt,*’ he announced wonderingly. Sudden ? 
Weil, I should smile. I reckon the boss just invited hisself 
to his own funeral.” ' 

And that was Bartholomew’s epitaph. 

« * # m ^ 

That same evening, as Severn was busy straightening up 
his shack at the Lazy M, a saucy, smiling face peeped 
through the open door. 

‘*Dad says, will you take supper with us?” its owner 
said. 

The foreman looked up, his face grave but his eyes 
cnnkling with amusement. 

Fm obliged, but Fll eat with the outfit,” he replied. 

The girl laughed merrily. Fve won,” she cried to 
someone outside, and then to Severn, “ I bet Larry ten— I 
bet Larry you would^say just that.” 

Severn grinned at the slip she nearly made. Stepping 
10 the door, he regarded his friend critically. 

Larry looks just as pleased he lost,” was his comment. 

O* course, if he’s honin’ to pay that debt, why, I ain’t 
notkinV’ . 

Phil’s face grew rosy. '' There are tim#s when I dc^’t 
like you a bit,” she pouted, but her K>ok contradicted the 
.. words. ' : ■ , . 

** An’ me havin’ just won a Jbet for yu,” the foreman 
reproy^ ^ P # 

** Oh, you’re in^^fble,” she ci»?e 4 ^ Bring him ^ong, 
Larry. Supper is^feady, and E^nah will be heartbroken if 
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we’re late. She's never , had a real live Governor to feed 
before." ' \ . - . , 

She danced ' on ahead^ and the two men^ followed more 
soberly® The eyes of the younger were full of adoration:. 

Don/Viie- said, and there was a tremor in his voicc^ 

, I-ain’t worthy of 

Severn' grinned at him, Yu don’t reckon yo’re teliin® 
me news, , do- yu ? ” he asked quizzically. 

The meal was the merriest the Lazy M had ever seen® 
In the course of it, Embley, with a knowing look, ’asked a 
question. 

Was it entirely accident, Governor, that brought you 
to Hope Again to-day ? " 

The great little manV eyes twinkled, and he shook his 
head at the lawyer. 

“ Playing the brand of poker you do. Judge, your faith in 
the element of chance should be stronger," he replied, and 
then, ‘‘ Well, maybe I did hear that a certain desperate 
young outlaw " — he smiled at Sudden — ‘‘ had come to life 
again, and perhaps Bartholomew’s activities were more 
wKlely known than he wished." 

And that was all he would say on the subject. 

Later on, from a secluded corner to which they had 
retired, as they fondly hoped, unobserved, Larry and Phil 
saw Severn come out of the lighted room, cross the verandah 
and lean against the rail. A lithe grey form padded noise- 
lessly after him and squatted on its haunches at his side. 

There was no moon yet, but the great vault of the heavens 
was punctured by a myriad pin-pricks of light. From the 
buni^^se came the metallic tinkle of a banjo and the 
vociferously-shouted chorus of a song. Through the curtain 
ofihe night the groipd, sloping down from the ranch-house, 
seemed to sink into a vast, motionless sea of grey shadow, 
interspersed with darker patches like islands where woods 
'smaller hills and ^alet broke ' the ^surface-level- In the : 
far distance the Mesa Mdhntains showe^ black againit the ^ 
deeff blue of the s^, ® ^ : , ^ 
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But the Lazy M foreman saw none of this. ■ His vision 
was of another ralich-house away beyond the mountainsj 
on the veranda of which sat a golden-haired ' woman— his 
woman — with a chubby, kicking man-child'' on her knee. 
He could see the smile in her eyes, and hear the low, chiding' 
tones: ^ ^ 

Be good now, you little — outlaw.*^’ 

He flung away his cigarette, stooped to caress the rough 
head leaning against his thigh, and the watching couple 
caught the muttered words ; 

** To-morrow, old fella, weVe goin’— home.** 


